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PART ONE

The Phoeni x

I

The Canni bal Tree

Tucker Case awoke to find hinself hanging froma breadfruit tree by a
coconut fiber rope. He was suspended facedown about six feet above the sand in
some sort of harness, his hands and feet tied together in front of him He
lifted his head and strained to | ook around. He could see a white sand beach
fringed with coconut palnms, a coconut husk fire, a palmfrond hut, a path of
white coral gravel that led into a jungle. Conpleting the panorama was the
grinning brown face of an ancient native.

The native reached up with a claw i ke hand and pi nched Tucker's cheek

Tucker screaned.

"Yum " the native said.

"Who are you?" Tucker asked. "Where am|? \Were's the navigator?"

The native just grinned. H's eyes were yellow, his hair a wild tangle of
curl and bird feathers, and his teeth were black and had been filed to points.
He | ooked like a potbellied skel eton upholstered in distressed |eather
Puckered pink scars decorated his skin; a series of small scars on his chest
descri bed the shape of a shark. Hi s only clothing was a | oincloth woven from
some sort of plant fiber. Tucked in the waist cord was a vici ous-|ooking bush
kni fe. The native patted Tucker's cheek with an ashy callused palm then
turned and wal ked away, | eaving hi m hangi ng.

"Wait!" Tucker shouted. "Let nme down. | have nobney. | can pay you."

The native anbl ed down the path w thout | ooking back. Tucker struggled
agai nst the harness, but only managed to put hinself into a slow spin. As he
turned, he caught sight of the navigator, hangi ng unconscious a few feet away.

"Hey, you alive?"

The navigator didn't stir, but Tucker could see that he was breat hing.
"Hey, Kim, wake up!" Still no reaction

He strained agai nst the rope around his wists, but the bonds only seened
to tighten. After a few minutes, he gave up, exhausted. He rested and | ooked
around for something to give this bizarre scene sone neani ng. Wiy had the
native hung themin a tree?

He caught novenent in his peripheral vision and turned to see a |arge
brown crab struggling at the end of a stung tied to a nearby branch. There was
his answer: They were hung in the tree, like the crab, to keep themfresh
until they were ready to be eaten

Tucker shuddered, imagining the native's black teeth closing on his shin.
He tried to focus on a way to escape before the native returned, but his nind
kept diving into a sea of regrets and second guesses, |ooking for the exact
pl ace where the world had turned on himand put himin the cannibal tree.

Li ke nost of the big m ssteps he had taken in his life, it had started in
a bar.

The Seattle Airport Holiday Inn |ounge was all hunter green, brass rails,
and oak veneer. Renove the bar and it |ooked Iike Macy's men's departnent. It
was one in the norning and the bartender, a stout, m ddl e-aged H spani c woman,
was polishing glasses and waiting for her last three custonmers to | eave so she
could go horme. At the end of a bar a young woman in a short skirt and too nuch



makeup sat al one. Tucker Case sat next to a busi nessman several stools down.

"Lemm ngs," the businessnman said.

"Lemm ngs?" asked Tucker.

They were drunk. The busi nessman was heavy, in his late fifties, and wore
a charcoal gray suit. Broken veins glowed on his nose and cheeks.

"Most people are | emm ngs," the businessman continued. "That's why they
fail. They behave |ike suicidal rodents."

"But you're a higher level of rodent?" Tucker Case said with a smart-ass
grin. He was thirty, just under six foot, with neatly trimmed blond hair and
bl ue eyes. He wore navy sl acks, sneakers, and a white shirt wth bl ue-and-gold
epaul ets. His captain's hat sat on the bar next to a gin and tonic. He was
nore interested in the girl at the end of the bar than in the businessman's
conversation, but he didn't know how to nmove w t hout being obvi ous.

"No, but I've kept my | emming behavior limted to ny persona
rel ati onships. Three wives." The busi nessman waved a sw zzl e stick under
Tucker's nose. "Success in Anerica doesn't require any special talent or any
kind of extra effort. You just have to be consistent and not fuck up. That's
how nmost people fail. They can't stand the pressure of getting what they want,
so when they see that they are getting close, they engi neer sone sort of
fuckup to underm ne their success.”

The I enmming litany was maki ng Tucker unconfortable. He'd been on a rol
for the last four years, going frombartending to flying corporate jets. He
sai d, "Maybe some people just don't know what they want. Mybe they only | ook
like | emm ngs."

"Everyone knows what they want. You know what you want, don't you?"

"Sure, | know," Tucker said. Wat he wanted right now was to get out of
this conversation and get to know the girl at the end of the bar before
closing tinme. She'd been staring at himfor five mnutes.

"What ?" The busi nessman wanted an answer. He waited.

"I just want to keep doing what |I'm doing. |I'm happy."

The busi nessman shook his head. "I'msorry, son, but | don't buy it.
You're going over the cliff with the rest or the | emm ngs."

"You should be a notivational speaker," Tuck said, his attention drawn by
the girl, who was getting up, putting noney on the bar, picking up her
cigarettes, and putting theminto her purse.

She said, "I know what | want."

The busi nessman fumed and gave his best avuncul ar horndog smile. "And
what's that, sweetheart?"

She wal ked up to Tucker and pressed her breasts against his shoul der. She
had brown hair that fell in curls to her shoul ders, blue eyes, and a nose that
was a tad crooked, but not horribly so. Up close she didn't even | ook old
enough to drink. Heavy nakeup had aged her at a di stance. Looking the
busi nessman in the eye, as if she didn't notice Tucker at all, she said, "I
want to join the mle-high club, and | want to join it tonight. Can you help
ne?"

The busi nessman | ooked at Tucker's captain's hat on the bar, then back at
the girl. Slowy, defeated, he shook his head.

She pressed harder agai nst Tucker's shoul der. "How about you?"

Tucker grinned at the businessman and shrugged by way of apology. "I just
want to keep doi ng what |'m doing."

The girl put on his captain's hat and pulled himoff of the barstool. He
dug into his pocket for money as she dragged himtoward the exit.

The busi nessman rai sed a hand. "No, |'ve got the drinks, son. You just
remenber what | said."

"Thanks, " Tuck sai d.

Qutside in the |obby the girl said, "My nane's Meadow." She kept her eyes
forward as she wal ked, taking curt marching steps as if she was | eading himon
an antiterrorist mssion instead of seducing him

"Pretty nanme," Tucker said. "I'm Tucker Case. People call ne Tuck."

She still didn't |look up. "Do you have a pl ane, Tuck?"



"I'"ve got access to one." He smiled. This was great. G eat!

"Good. You get ne into the mle-high club tonight and I won't charge you.
I've al ways wanted to do it in a plane."

Tucker stopped. "You're a... | nean, you do this for..."

She stopped and turned to ook himin the eye for the first tinme. "You're
kind of a geek, aren't you?"

"Thank you. | find you incredibly attractive too." Actually, he did.

"No, you're attractive. | nean, you |look fine. But | thought a pilot
woul d have a little nore on the ball."

"I's this part of that m stress-humliation-handcuff stuff?"

"No, that's extra. |'mjust making conversation."
"Ch, | see." He was beginning to have second thoughts. He had to fly to
Houston in the norning, and he really should get sone sleep. Still, this would

make a great story to tell the guys back at the hangar--if he left out the
part about himbeing a suicidal rodent and her being a prostitute. But he
could tell the story without really doing it, couldn't he?

He said, "I probably shouldn't fly. I'ma little drunk."

"Then you won't mind if | go back to the bar and grab your friend?
m ght as well make some noney."

"I't could be dangerous."

"That's the point, isn't it?" She sniled.

"No, | nean really dangerous."
"l have condons."
Tucker shrugged. "I1'll get a cab."

Ten minutes later they were heading across the wet tarmac toward a group
of corporate jets.

"It's pink!™

"Yeah, so?"

"You fly a pink jet?"

As Tuck opened the hatch and | owered the steps, he had the sinking
feeling that maybe the businessman at the bar had been right.

2
| Thought This Was A Nonsnoki ng Fli ght

Most jets (especially those unburdened by the wei ght of passengers or
fuel) have a glide rate that is quite acceptable for |anding w thout power.
But Tucker has rmade an error in judgment caused by seven gin and tonics and
the distraction of Meadow straddling himin the pilot seat. He thinks,
per haps, that he should have said something when the fuel light first went on
but Meadow had already clinbed into the saddle and he didn't want to seem
inattentive. Now the glide path is too steep, the runway a little too far. He
uses a little body English in pulling back on the steering yoke, which Meadow
takes for enthusiasm

Tucker brings the pink Gulfstreamjet into SeaTac a little low, tearing
of f the rear |anding gear on a radar antenna a second before inmpact with the
runway, which sends Meadow over the steering yoke to bounce off the w ndscreen
and | and unconsci ous across the instrument panel. The jet's wings flap once--a
dying flamngo trying to free itself froma tar pit--and rip off in a shriek
of sparks, flame, and black smoke, then spin back into the air before beating
t hensel ves to pieces on the runway.

Tucker, strapped into the pilot's seat, lets | oose a prol onged scream
t hat pushes the sound of tearing netal out of his head.

The wi ngless Qul fstream slides down the runway |ike hell's own bobsl ed,
| eavi ng a wake of greasy snoke and al um num confetti. Firemen and paranedics
scranble into their vehicles and pull out onto the runway in pursuit of it. In
a nonent of analytical detachment, one of the firenmen turns to a conpani on and
says, "There's not enough fire. He must have been flying on funes."



Tucker sees the end of the runway coning up, an array of antennae, sone
spiffy blue lights, a chain-link fence, and a grassy open field where what's
left of the Gulfstreamwi Il fragnment into pink shrapnel. He realizes that he's
| ooking at his own death and screans the words "Ch, fuck!", meeting the FAA' s
official requirement for last words to be retrieved fromthe charred bl ack
box.

Suddenly, as if soneone has hit a cosnic pause button, the cockpit goes
qui et. Mvenent stops. A man's voice says, "Is this how you want to go?"

Tucker turns toward the voice. A dark man in a gray flight suit sits in
the copilot's seat, waiting for an answer. Tuck can't seemto see his face,
even though they are facing each other. "Well?"

"No, " Tucker answers.

"I't"ll cost you," the pilot says. Then he's gone. The copilot's seat is
enpty and the roar of tortured netal fills the cabin.

Bef ore Tucker can formthe words "Wat the hell?" in his mind, the
wi ngl ess jet crashes through the antenna, the spiffy blue lights, the
chain-link fence, and into the field, soggy fromthirty consecutive days of
Seattle rain. The nud caresses the fusel age, danpens the sparks and fl anes,
clings and cloys and slows the jet to a steam ng stop. Tuck hears netal
crackle as it settles, sirens, the friendly chine of the FASTEN SEAT BELTS
sign turning off.

Wel come to Seattl e-Tacoma International Airport. The focal tinme is 2:00
A.M, the outside tenperature is 63 degrees, there is a sem consci ous hooker
gurgling at your feet.

The cabin fills with black snoke fromfried wires and vaporized hydraulic
fluid. One breath burns down his wi ndpipe |ike drain cleaner, telling Tucker
that a second breath may kill him He unfastens the harness and reaches into
the dark for Meadow, connecting with her |ace cami sole, which conmes away in
shreds in his hands. He stands, bends over, wraps an arm around her waist, and
pi cks her up. She's light, maybe a hundred pounds, but Tucker has forgotten to
pull up his pants and Jockey shorts, which cuff his ankles. He teeters and
falls backward onto the control console between the pilot seats. Jutting from
the console is the flap actuator lever, a foot-long strip of steel topped by a
pl astic arrowhead-like tip. The tip catches Tuck in the rear of the scrotum
H s and Meadow s conbi ned wei ght drive himdown on the | ever, which tears
t hrough his scrotum runs up inside the length of his penis, and enmerges in a
spray of bl ood.

There are no words for the pain. No breath, no thought. Just deafening
white and red noi se. Tucker feels hinmself passing out and wel cones it. He
drops Meadow, but she is conscious enough to hold on to his neck, and as she
falls she pulls himoff the I ever, which reans its way back through hi magain.

Wthout realizing it, he is standing, breathing. H's lungs are on fire.
He has to get out. He throws an arm around Meadow and drags her three feet to
the hatch. He rel eases the hatch and it swi ngs down, half open. It's designed
to function as a stairway to the ground, designed for a plane that is standing
on |l anding gear. d oved hands reach into the opening and start pulling at it.
"We're going to get you out of there," a firenman says.

The hatch cones open with a shriek. Tuck sees blue and red fl ashing
lights illum nating rai ndrops agai nst a black sky, making it appear as if it
is raining fire. He takes a single breath of fresh air, says, "lI've torn off
my dick," and falls forward.

3
And You Lost Your Frequent Flyer Mles
As with nost things in his |ife, Tucker Case was w ong about the extent

of his injuries. As they wheel ed himthrough the energency room he continued
to chant, "I've torn off ny dick! 1've torn off nmy dick!" into his oxygen mask



until a masked physician appeared at his side.

"M . Case, you have not torn off your penis. You' ve damaged sonme maj or
bl ood vessels and sone of the erectal tissue. And you've al so severed the
tendon that runs fromthe tip of the penis to the base of the brain." The
doctor, a wonan, pulled down her mask |ong enough to show Tucker a grin. "You
shoul d be fine. W're taking you into surgery now. "

"\What about the girl?"

"She's got a mild concussion and some bruises, but she'll be okay. She'l
probably go hone in a few hours."

"That's good. Doc, will | be able to? I nean, will | ever...?"

"Be still, M. Case. | want you to count backward from one hundred."

"I's there a reason for that--for the counting?"
"You can say the Pledge of Allegiance if you want."
"But | can't stand up."

"Just count, snmart-ass."

VWhen Tucker cane to, through the fog of anesthesia he saw a picture of
hi nsel f superinposed over a burning pink jet. Looking down on the scene was
the horrified face of the matriarch of pyram d nakeup sal es, Mary Jean
Dobbi ns--Mary Jean to the world. Then the picture was gone, replaced by a
rugged mal e face and perfect smle

"Tuck, you're fanmous. You nmade the Enquirer." The voice of Jake Skye,
Tuck's only male friend and prenmier jet mechanic for Mary Jean. "You crashed
just in tine to nake the latest edition.”

"My dick?" Tuck said, struggling to sit up. There was what appeared to be
a plaster ostrich egg sitting on his lap. A tube ran out the niddle of it.

Jake Skye, tall, dark, and unkenpt--half Apache, half truck stop
waitress--said, "That's going to smart. But the doc says you'll play the
violin again." Jake sat in a chair next to Tuck's bed and opened the tabl oid.

"Look at this. Oprah's skinny again. Carrots, grapefruit, and
anphet am nes. "

Tucker Case npaned. "Wat about the aid? What was her nane?"

"Meadow Mal ackovitch," Jake said, |ooking at the paper. "Ww, Qprah's
fucking Elvis. You got to give that wonman credit. She stays busy. By the way,
they're going to nove you to Houston. Mary Jean wants you where she can keep
an eye on you."

"The girl, Jake?"

Jake | ooked up fromthe paper. "You don't want to know "

"They said she was going to be okay. |Is she dead?"

"Wirse. Pissed off. And speaking of pissed off, there's sone FAA guys
out side who are waiting to talk to you, but the doctor wouldn't let themin.
And |' m supposed to call Mary Jean as soon as you're coherent. |'d advise
agai nst that--beconi ng coherent, | mean. And then there's a whole bunch of
reporters. The nurses are keeping themall out."

"How d you get in?"

"I'"'myour only living relative."

"My nother will be pleased to hear that."

"Brother, your nother doesn't even want to claimyou. You totally fucked
the dog on this one."

"I'mfired, then?"

"Count on it. In fact, I'd say you'd be lucky to get a license to operate
a riding | awmnnower."

"I don't know how to do anything but fly. One bad | andi ng?"

"No, Tuck, a bad landing is when the overheads pop open and dunp people's
gym bags. You crashed. If it makes you feel any better, with the Gulfstream
gone |I'mnot going to have any work for at |east six months. They may not even
get another jet."

"I's the FAA filing charges?"

Jake Skye | ooked at his paper to avoid Tuck's eyes. "Look, man, do you



want nme to lie to you? | cane up here because |I thought you'd rather hear it
fromme. You were drinking. You wecked a nmillion dollars' worth of SeaTac's
equi prent in addition to the plane. You're lucky you' re not dead."

"Jake, | ook at nme."

Jake dropped the paper to his |lap and sighed. "What?"

"Am | going to jail?"

"I'"ve got to go, man.'

Jake stood. "You heal up." He turned to | eave the
room

"Jake!"

Jake Skye stopped and | ooked over his shoul der. Tucker could see the
di sappointnent in his friend s eyes.

"What were you thinking?" Jake said.

"She talked ne into it. | knewit wasn't a good idea, but she was
persistent."

Jake came to the side of the bed and | eaned in close. "Tucker, what's it
take for you to get it? Listen close now, buddy, because this is your |ast
| esson, okay? |I'mout of a job because of you. You' ve got to make your own
decisions. You can't |let someone el se always tell you what to do. You have to
t ake sonme responsibility."

"I can't believe I'mhearing this fromyou. You re the one who got ne
into this business."”

"Exactly. You're thirty years old, man. You have to start thinking for
yourself. And with your head, not your dick."

Tucker | ooked at the bandages in his lap. "I"'msorry. It all got out of
hand. It was like flying on autopilot. | didn't nean to..."

"Time to take the controls, buddy."

"Jake, something weird happened during the crash. I"'mnot sure if it was

a hal luci nation or what. There was soneone el se in the cockpit."

"You nean besi des the whore?"

"Yeah, just for a second, there was a guy in the copilot seat. He tal ked
to me. Then he di sappeared.™

Jake sighed. "There's no insanity plea for crashing a plane, Tuck. You
lost a lot of blood."

"This was before |I got hurt. Wile the plane was still skidding.
"Here." Jake tucked a silver flask under Tuck's pillow and punched himin
the shoulder. "I'll call you, man." He turned and wal ked away.

Tuck called after him "Wat if it was an angel or sonethi ng?"
"Then you're in the Enquirer next week too," Jake said fromthe door
"Cet sone sleep.”

4
Pi nnacl e of the Pink Pyranid

A low buzz of anticipation ran through the halls of the hospital
Reporters checked the batteries in their nicrorecorders and cell phones.
Orderlies and nurses lingered in the hallways in hope of getting a glinpse of
the celebrity. The FAA nen straightened their ties and shot their cuffs. One
receptionist in adm nistration, who was only two distributorships away from
ear ning her own pink O dsmobil e ducked into an exam ning room and sucked
l ungful s of oxygen to chase the dizziness that conmes from neeting one's
Messi ah. Mary Jean was com ng.

Mary Jean Dobbins did not travel with an entourage, bodyguards, or any
ot her of the decorative | eeches commonly attached to the power-w elding rich

"CGod is my bodyguard," Mary Jean woul d say.

She carried a .38-caliber gold-plated Lady Smith automatic in her bag:
the Clara Barton Commenorative Mddel, presented to her by the Daughters of the
Conf ederacy at their annual "Let's Lynch Leroy" pecan pie bakeoff, held every
Martin Luther King Jr. Day. (She didn't agree with their politics, but the



bell es could sure sell some makeup. If the South did not rise again, it
woul dn't be for lack of foundation.)

Today, as Mary Jean cane through the doors of the main | obby, she was
flanked by a tall predatory wonman in a black business suit--a severe contrast
to Mary Jean's soft pastel blue ensenble with matching bag and punps.
"Strength and femninity are not exclusive, |adies." She was sixty-five;
matronly but el egant. Her makeup was perfect, but not overdone. She wore a
sapphi r e- and- di anond pi n whose val ue approxi mated the gross national product
of Zaire.

She greeted every orderly and nurse with a smle, asked after their
fam lies, thanked them for their conpassionate work, flirted when appropriate,
and tossed conplinments over her shoul der as she passed, w thout ever nissing a
step. She left a wake of acutely charnmed fans, even anong the cynical and
st ubbor n.

Qut si de Tucker's roomthe predatory woman--a | awyer--broke formation and
confronted the nmaggotry of reporters, allowing Mary Jean to slip past.

She poked her head inside. "You awake, slugger?"

Tuck was startled by her voice, yanked out of his redundant reverie of
unenpl oynent, inprisonment, and inpotence. He wanted to pull the sheets over
his head and quietly die.

"Mary Jean."

The makeup magnate nmoved to his bedside and took his hand, all conpassion
and caring. "How are you feeling?"

Tucker | ooked away from her. "I'm okay."
"Do you need anything? I'lIl have it here in a Texas jiffy."
"I"'mfine," Tucker said. She always made himfeel |ike he'd just struck

out in his first Little League game and she was consoling himwth m |k and
cooki es. The fact that he'd once tried to seduce her doubled the humliation
"Jake told me that you're having me noved to Houston. Thank you."

"I have to keep an eye on you, don't |1?" She patted his hand. "You sure
you're feeling well enough for a tal k?"

Tucker nodded. He wasn't buying the outpouring of warm fuzzies she was
selling. He'd seen her doing business on the plane.

"That's good, honey," Mary Jean said, rising and | ooking around the room
for the first time. "I'Il have sone flowers sent up. A touch of color wll
brighten things up, won't it? Sonething fragrant too. The constant snell of
di si nfectant nust be disturbing.”

"Alittle," Tuck said.

She wheel ed on her heel and |ooked at him Her snmile went hard. Tuck saw
wri nkl es around her nmouth for the first time. "Probably rem nds you of what a
total fuckup you are, doesn't it?"

Tucker gul ped. She'd faked himout of his shoes. "lI'msorry, Mary Jean
['m.."

She raised a hand and he shut up. "You know | don't like to use profanity
or firearms, so please don't push ne, Tucker. A lady controls her anger."

"Firearnms?"

Mary Jean pulled the Lady Smith automatic out of her purse and leveled it
at Tucker's bandaged crotch. Strangely, he noticed that Mary Jean had chi pped
a nail drawing the gun and for that, he realized, she really nmight kill him

"You didn't listen to me when | told you to stop drinking. You didn't
listen when | told you to stay away fromny representatives. You didn't listen
when | told you that if you were going to anpbunt to anything, you had to give
your life to God. You'd better damm well listen now. " She racked the slide on
the automatic. "Are you listening?"

Tuck nodded. He didn't breathe, but he nodded.

"Good. | have run this conmpany for forty years without a hint of scandal
until now. | woke up yesterday to see my face next to yours on all the norning
news shows. Today it's on the cover of every newspaper and tabloid in the
country. A bad picture, Tucker. My suit was out of season. And every article
uses the words 'penis' and 'prostitute' over and over. T can't have that. |'ve



wor ked too hard for that."

She reached out and tugged on his catheter. Pain shot through his body
and he reached for the ringer for the nurse.

"Don't even think about it, pretty boy. | just wanted to make sure | had
your attention.”

"The gun pretty much did it, Mary Jean,'’
a dead man anyway.

"Don't you speak to ne. Just listen. This is going to disappear. You are
going to disappear. You're getting out of here tonorrow and then you're going
to a cabin | have up in the Rockies. You won't go hone, you won't speak to any
reporters, you won't say doodly squat. My lawers will handle the |ega
aspects and keep you out of jail, but you will never surface again. \When this
bl ows over, you can go on with your pathetic life. But with a new nane. And if
you ever set foot in the state of Texas or come within a hundred yards of
anyone involved in nmy company, | will personally shoot you dead. Do you
under st and?"

"Can | still fly?"

Mary Jean | aughed and | owered the gun. "Sweetie, to a Texas way a
thinkin' the only way you coul da screwed up worse is if you' d thronged a kid
down a well after fessing up to being on the grassy knoll stonpin' yellow
roses in between shootin' the President. You ain't gonna fly, drive, walk,
crawm, or spit if | have anything to say about it." She put the gun in her
purse and went into the tiny bathroomto check her makeup. A quick prinmping
and she headed for the door. "I'll send up sone flowers. Y all heal up now,
honey. "

She wasn't going to kill himafter all. Maybe he could wi n her back
"Mary Jean, | think I had a spiritual experience."

"I don't want to hear about any of your degenerate activities."

"No, a real spiritual experience. Like a--what do you call it?--an
epi phany?"

"Son, you don't know it, but you're as close to seeing the Lord as you' ve
ever been in your life. Now you hush before | send you to perdition."

She put on her best beatific smle and |l eft the roomradiati ng the power
of positive thinking.

Tucker pulled the covers over his head and reached for the flask Jake had
left. Perdition, huh? She made it sound bad. Mist be in Okl ahona.

Tucker groaned. Fuck it, he was

5
Qur Lady of the Fishnet Stockings

The High Priestess of the Shark People ate Chee-tos and wat ched afternoon
talk shows over the satellite feed. She sat in a w cker enperor's chair. A red
patent | eather punp dangled fromone toe. Red lipstick, red nails, a big red
bow in her hair. But for a pair of silk seanmed stockings, she was naked.

On the screen: Meadow Mal ackovitch, in a neck brace, sobbed on her
| awyer's shoul der--a snapshot of the pilot who had traumati zed her was inset
in the upper-right-hand corner. The host, a failed weatherman who now nade
seven figures mning trailer parks for atrocities, was readi ng the dubious
resume of Tucker Case. Shots of the pink jet, before and after. Stock footage
of Mary Jean on an airfield tarmac, followed by Case in a | eather jacket.

The High Priestess touched herself lightly, leaving a faint orange stripe
of Chee-to spoor on her pubes (she was a natural blonde), then keyed the
intercomthat connected her to the Sorcerer

"What ?" cane the man's voice, weary but awake. It was 2: 00 A M The
Sorcerer had been working all night.

"I think we've found our pilot,

she sai d.



6
Who's Flying This Life?

At the last mnute Mary Jean changed her nind about sending Tucker Case
to her cabin in the nmountains. "Put himin a notel room outside of town and
don't let himout until | say so."

In two weeks Tucker had seen only the nurse who came in to change his
bandages and the guard. Actually, the guard was a tackle, second-string
defense from SMJ, six-foot-six, two hundred and seventy pounds of earnest
Christian naivete nanmed Dusty Lenon

Tucker was lying on the bed watching television. Dusty sat hunched over
t he wood-grain Form ca table reading Scripture.

Tucker said, "Dusty, why don't you go get us a six-pack and a pizza?"

Dusty didn't | ook up. Tuck could see the shine of his scalp through his
crew cut. Athick Texas drawl: "No, sir. | don't drink and Ms. Jean said that
you wasn't to have no al cohol ."

"I't's not Ms. Jean, you doofus. It's Ms. Dobbins." After two weeks,
Dusty was beginning to get on Tuck's nerves.

"Just the sane," Dusty said. "I can call for a pizza for you, but no
beer."

Tuck detected a blush through the crew cut. "Dusty?"

"Yes sir." The tackle | ooked up fromhis Bible, waited.

"Cet a real nane."

"Yes, sir," Dusty said, a giant grin bisecting his moon face, "Tuck."

Tucker wanted to | eap off the bed and cuff Dusty with his Bible, but he
was a long way from being able to | eap anywhere. Instead, he | ooked at the
ceiling for a second (it was highway safety orange, like the walls, the doors,
the tile in the bathroom, then propped hinself up on one el bow and consi dered
Dusty's Bible. "The red type. That the hot parts?"

"The words of Jesus," Dusty said, not |ooking up

"Real | y?"

Dusty nodded, | ooked up. "Wuld you like me to read to you? Wien ny
grandma was in the hospital, she liked ne to read Scriptures to her."

Tucker fell back with an exasperated sigh. He didn't understand religion
It was like heroin or golf: He knew a ot of people did it, but he didn't
understand why. His father watched sports every Sunday, and his nother had
worked in real estate. He grew up thinking that church was somnething that
simply interfered with ganes and weekend open houses. His first exposure to
religion, other than the skin mag | ayouts of the wonmen who had brought down
tel evisi on evangelists, had been his job with Mary Jean. For her it just
seened |i ke good business. Sometines he would stand in the back of the
auditoriumand listen to her talk to a thousand wonen about having God on
their sales team and they would cheer and "Hall el ujah!" and he would feel as
if he'd been left out of sonething--something beyond the apparent goofiness of
it all. Maybe Dusty had sonething on hi mbesides a hundred pounds.

"Dusty, why don't you go out tonight? You haven't been out in two weeks.
| have to be here, but you--you nust have a whole line of babes crying to get
you back, huh? Big football player |ike you, huh?"

Dusty bl ushed again, going deep red fromthe collar of his practice
jersey to the top of his head. He folded his hands and | ooked at themin his
lap. "Well, I'msorta waitin' for the right girl to come along. Alot of the
girls that go after us football players, you know, they're kinda |oose."

Tuck raised an eyebrow. "And?"

Dusty squirmed, his chair creaked under the strain. "Well, you know, it's
ki nda. .."

And suddenly, amd the stammering, Tucker got it. The kid was a virgin.
He rai sed his hand to quiet the boy. "Never mind, Dusty." The big tackle
slunped in his chair, exhausted and enbarrassed.

Tuck considered it. He, who understood so nmuch the inportance of a



heal thy sex life, who knew what wonen needed and how to give it to them m ght
never be able to do it again, and Dusty Lenon, who probably could produce a
woody that wonen could chin thensel ves on, wasn't using it at all. He pondered
it. He worked it over from several angles and cane very close to having a
religious experience, for who but a vicious and vengeful God would all ow such
injustice in the world? He thought about it. Poor Tucker. Poor Dusty. Poor
poor Tucker.

He felt a lunp formng in his throat. He wanted to say something that
woul d make the kid feel better. "How old are you, Dusty?"

“I"1l be twenty-two next March, sir?"

"Well, that's not so bad. | nean, you might be a late bl ooner, you know.
O gay maybe," Tuck said cheerfully.
Dusty started to contract into the fetal position. "Sir, 1'd rather not

talk about it, if you don't mind," he whinpered. There was a knock on the door
and he uncurled, alert and ready to nove. He | ooked to Tucker for
i nstructi ons.

"Well, answer it."
Dusty lunbered to the door and pulled it open a crack. "Yes?"
"I"'mhere to see Tucker Case. It's okay, | work for Mary Jean." Tuck

recogni zed Jake Skye's voice

"Just a second." Dusty turned and | ooked to Tucker, confused.

"Who knows we're here, Dusty?"

"Just us and Ms. Jean."

"Then why don't you let himin?"

"Yes, sir." He opened the door and Jake Skye strode through carrying a
grocery bag and a pizza box.

"Greetings." He threw the pizza on the bed. "Pepperoni and mushroom" He
gl anced at Dusty and paused, taking a nmoment to | ook the tackle up and down.
"How d you get this job? Eat your famly?"

"No, sir," Dusty said.

Jake patted the tackle's mamoth shoul der. "Good to be careful, | guess.
Moma al ways said, 'Beware of geeks bearing gifts.' Wo are you?"

"Jake Skye," Tuck said, "meet Dusty Lenon. Dusty, Jake Skye, Mary Jean's
jet mechanic. Be nice to Dusty, Jake, He's a virgin."

Dusty shot a vicious glare at Tuck and extended a boxing gl ove size mtt.
Jake shook his hand. "Virgin, huh?"

Jake dropped his hand. "Not including farmani mals, though, right?"

Dusty wi nced and noved to close the door. "You-all can't stay long. M.
Case isn't supposed to see no one."

Jake put the grocery bag down on the table, pulled out a four-inch-thick
bundle of mail, and tossed it on the bed next to Tucker. "Your fan mail."

Tucker picked it up. "It's all been opened.™

"I was bored," Jake said, opening the pizza box and extracting a slice.
"Alot of death threats, a few narriage proposals, a couple really interesting
ones had both. Ch, and an airline ticket to sonmeplace |'ve never heard of with
a check for expenses."

"From Mary Jean?"

"Nope. Some m ssionary doctor in the Pacific. He wants you to fly for
him Medical supplies or sonmething. Came FedEx yesterday. Al nost took the job
nmysel f, seeing as | still have ny pilot's license and you don't, but then, |
can get a job here."

Tucker shuffled through the stack of mail until he found the check and
the airline ticket. He unfol ded the attached letter

Jake held the pizza box out to the bodyguard. "Dopey, you want sone
pi zza?"

"Dusty," Dusty corrected.

"Whatever." To Tuck: "He wants you to | eave ASAP."

"He can't go anywhere," said Dusty.

Jake retracted the box. "I can see that, Dingy. He's still wired for
sound. " Jake gestured toward the catheter that snaked out of Tucker's pajama



bottons. "How | ong before you can travel ?"

Tucker was studying the letter. It certainly seemed legitimte. The
doctor was on a renote island north of New Cuinea, and he needed soneone to
fly jet loads of nedical supplies to the natives. He specifically nentioned
that "he was not concerned" about Tucker's lack of a pilot's license. The
"need was dire" and the need was for an experienced jet pilot who could fly a
Lear 45.

"Well," Jake said, "when can you roll?"

"Doctor says not for a week or so," Tucker said. "I don't get it. This
guy is offering nore noney than | nake for Mary Jean. Wiy ne?"

Jake pulled a Lone Star fromthe grocery bag and twi sted off the cap
Tuck zeroed in on the beer. Dusty snatched it out of Jake's hand.

"The question is," Jake said, glaring at Dusty, "what the fuck is a
m ssionary doctor in Bongo Bongo | and doing with a Lear 45?"

"CGod's work?" Dusty said innocently.

Jake snatched back his beer. "Ch blow nme, Huey."

"Dusty," Dusty corrected.

Tucker said, "I'"'mnot sure this is a good idea. Maybe | should stay here
and see how things pan out with the FAA. This guy wants me right away. | need
nore time."

"Like nmore time will make a difference. Damm, Tucker, you don't have to

sink eyeball deep in shit to knowit's a good idea to pull yourself out.
Sonetimes you have to nmake a decision.”

Tucker | ooked at the letter again. "But I...

Bef ore Tucker could finish his protest, Jake brought the Lone Star in a
screamng arc across Dusty Lenon's tenple. The bodyguard fell |like a dead tree
and did a dead-cat bounce on the orange carpet.

"Jesus!" Tucker said. "What the fuck was that?"

"A decision," Jake said. He |ooked up fromthe fallen tackle and took a
pull on the foam ng Lone Star. "Sonetimes this high-tech world calls for
| owtech solutions. Let's go."

7
Travel Tips

"I can't believe you hit him" Tucker said. He was in the passenger seat
of Jake Skye's canoufl aged Land Rover. It was rmuch nore car than was required
for the Houston expressway, but Jake was into equi pment overkill. Everything
he owned was Kevlar, Gor-Tex, Polarfleece, titaniumalloy, graphite-polyner
conposite, or of "expedition quality." He Iiked machi nes, understood how t hey
wor ked, and could fix themif they didn't. Sometinmes he spoke in an
i nconmpr ehensi bl e al phabet soup of SRAM DRAM FORTRAN, LORAN, SIMV5, SAMS, and
ROM Tuck, on the other hand, knew nmost of the words to "Monmas, Don't Let
Your Babies G ow Up to Be Cowboys" and could restore burned toast to new by
scraping off the black stuff.

O the two, Jake was the cool one. Tucker had al ways found being cool a
little elusive. As Jake put it, "You' ve got the look, but you can't wal k the
wal k or talk the tal k. Tucker, you are a hopel ess geek trapped in a cool guy's
body, but out of the goodness of ny heart, | will take you on as ny student."
They' d been friends for four years. Jake had taught Tuck to fly.

"He'll be fine. He's a jock," Jake shouted over the buffeting wi nd. He
hadn't bought a top for the Land Rover, opting instead for the Qutback package
with the "patented rhinoceros poking platform"”

"He was just a kid. He was reading the Bible."

"He woul d have ripped ny arnms off if 1'd let him"

Tuck nodded. That was probably true. "Were are we goi ng?"

"The airport. Everything you need is in that pack in the back."

Tucker | ooked into the back of the Rover. There was a | arge backpack



n W]y?ll
"Because if | don't get you out of the country right now, you're going to

jail.”

"Mary Jean said she had that handl ed. Said her |awers were on it."

"Right, and I go around smacking kids with beer bottles for recreation
The hooker filed a civil suit this morning. Twenty mllion. Mary Jean has to
throw you to the wol ves to save her own ass. She has to let the court prove
that you fucked up all on your own. | grabbed your passport and some cl ot hes
when | got your mail."

"Jake, | can't just take off like this. |I'm supposed to see a doctor
t onmor r ow. "

"For what ?"

Tuck pointed to the [unp of bandages in his lap. "Wat do you think? He's
supposed to take this damm tube out of ne."

"We'||l do it in the bathroomat the airport. There's sone antibiotics in
the first-aid kit in the pack. | confirmed you for a flight to Honol ulu that
| eaves in an hour. Fromthere you go to Guam then to sonepl ace called Truk
That's where this doctor is supposed to neet you. |'ve got it all witten
down. There was an e-mail address at the bottomof the letter. I sent hima
message to expect you tonorrow. "

"But ny car, ny apartnent, my stuff."

"Your apartment is a pit and | put your stuff worth keeping in a
m ni storage. |'ve got the pink slip for your Camaro. Sign it over to ne. |'ll
sell it and send you the noney."

"You were pretty fucking sure I'd want to do this."

"What choi ce do you have?"

Jake parked the Land Rover in short-term parking, shoul dered the pack
and | ed Tucker into the international termnal. They checked the pack and
found a rest room near Tucker's departure gate.

"I can do this nyself," Tucker said.

Jake Skye was peering over the door into the stall where Tucker was
preparing to renove his bandages and, finally, the catheter. A line of
busi nessnen washed their hands at a line of lavatories while trying not to
noti ce what was goi ng on behind themin the stall

"Just yank it," Jake Skye said.

"Gve nme a mnute. | think they tied a knot inside it."

"Don't be a wuss, Tucker. Yank it."

The busi nessnen at the sinks exchanged rai sed eyebrows and one by one
broke for the rest room door

Jake said, "I'mgoing to give you to five, then |I'm com ng over the stal
and yanking it for you. One, two..."

A rodeo cowboy at the urinals hitched up his Wanglers, pulled his hat
down, and made a bow egged beeline for the door to get on a plane to sonepl ace
where this sort of thing didn't happen

"Fivel"

Security guards rushed through the termnal toward the scream ng. Someone
was being rmurdered in the men's room and they were responsible. They burst
into the rest roomw th guns drawn. Jake Skye was coiling up sonme tubing by
the sinks. There was whinpering comng fromone of the stalls. "Everything's
fine, officers,"” Jake said. "My friend's a little upset. He just found out
that his nother died."

"My nother's not dead!" Tucker said fromthe stall.

"He's in denial," Jake whispered to the guards. "Here, you better take
this," He handed the tubing to one of the guards. "W don't want hi m hangi ng
hinself in grief.”

Ten mnutes later, after condol ences fromthe security staff, they sat in
t he departure | ounge drinking gin and tonics, waiting for Tuck's boardi ng
call. Around them a score of men and wonmen in suits fired out phone calls on



cell phones while twenty nore perforned an inpronptu dog pile at the bar
trying to occupy the mnuscul e snmoki ng area. Jake Skye was catal ogi ng the
contents of the pack he'd given to Tuck. Tucker wasn't |istening. He was
overwhel med with the speed with which his Iife had gone to shit, and he was
desperately trying to sort it out. Jake's voice was |lost |ike kazoo sounds in
a wind tunnel

Jake droned, "The stove will run on anything: diesel, jet fuel, gasoline,
even vodka. There's a mask, fins, and snorkel, and a couple of waterproof
flashlights."

The job with Mary Jean had been perfect. A different city every few days,
nice hotels, an expense account, and literally thousands of earnest Mary Jean
ladies to indulge him And they did, one or two at each convention. |nspired
by Mary Jean's speeches on self-determ nation, notivation, and how t hey too
could be a winner, they sought Tucker out to have their one adventurous affair
with a jet pilot. And because no matter how many tines it happened, he was
al ways sonewhat surprised by their advances, Tucker played a part. He behaved
like a man torn fromthe cover of some steany ronmance novel: the charm ng
rogue, the passionate pirate who woul d, cone norning, take his ship to sea for
God, Queen, and Country. O course, usually, sonetime before norning, the
worren woul d realize that under the smpoth, gin-painted exterior, was a guy who
sniffed his shorts to check their wearability. But for a noment, for them and
for him he had been cool. Sleazy, but cool

VWen the sleaze got to him he needed only to suck a few hits of oxygen
fromthe cabin cylinder to chase the hangover, then pull the pink jet into the
sky to convince hinmself he was a professional, conpetent and in control. At
altitude he turned it all over to the autopilot.

But now he coul dn't seduce anyone or allow hinself to be seduced, and he
wasn't sure he could fly. The crash had juiced himof his confidence. It
wasn't the inmpact or even the injuries. It was that |ast nonent, when the guy,
or the angel, or whatever it was appeared in the copilot's seat.

"You ever think about God?" Tucker asked Jake.

Jake Skye's face went dead with inconprehension. "You're going to need to
know about this stuff if you get into trouble. Kinda |like checking the fue
gauges--if you know what | nean."

Tucker wi nced. "Look, | heard every word you said. This seened inportant
all of a sudden, you know?"

"Well, in that case, Tuck, yes, | do think about God sonetinmes. Wen |I'm
with a really hot babe, and we're going at it |ike sweaty nonkeys, | think

about it then. | think about a big old pissed-off Sistine Chape
finger-pointin' nother-fucker. And you know what? It works. You don't cone
when you' re thinking about shit like that. You should try it sonmetine. Onh,
sorry."

"Never mnd," Tucker said.

"You can't let that kid with the Bible get to you. He's too young to have
given up on religion... doesn't have enough sin under his belt. Guys |ike us,
best bet is that it's all bullshit and we go directly to wormfood. Try not to
think about it."

"Right," Tucker said, totally unsatisfied. If you had a question about
any piece of gadgetry on the planet, Jake Skye was your man. But spiritually,
he was a hamster. Which, actually, was one of the things Tucker used to |ike
about him He tried not to think about it and changed the subject.

"So what do I need to know about flying a Lear 45?"

Jake seened relieved to be back into the real mof technology. "I haven't
seen one yet, but they say it flies just like Mary Jean's old Lear 25, only
faster and a | onger range. Better avionics. Read the manual s when you get
there."”

"What about navigation equi pnent?" Tucker's navigati on was weak. Since
he'd gotten his jet license, he'd depended conpletely on autonatic systens.

"You'll be fine. You don't buy a four-million-dollar plane and cheap out
on the navigation and radios. This doctor's got an e-mail address, which neans



he's got a conputer. You'll be able to access charts and weather, and file
flight plans with that. Check the facilities at your destinations, so you'l
know what to expect. Sone of these Third World airstrips just have a native
with a candle for night |andings. And check your fuel availability. They'l
sell you sewer water instead of jet fuel if you don't check. You ever dea
with Third Wirld airport cops?"

Tucker shrugged. Jake knew damm well he hadn't. He'd gotten his hours
flying copilot in the Mary Jean jet, and they'd never taken that outside of
the continental United States except for one trip to Hawaii .

"Well," Jake continued, "the catchword is 'bribe, bribe, and bribe.’

O fer the highest anount you can at the | owest |evel of authority. Al ways have
a thick roll of Anerican dollars with you, and don't bring it to the table if
you're not willing to lose it. Keep sonething stashed in your shoe if they tap
you out."

"You think this doctor is going to have nme hauling drugs?"

"Good chance of it, don't you think? Besides, it doesn't matter. These
people are brutal. Half the time the governnment guys have the sane | ast nane,
so if you nove up the | adder, you're just talking to the uncle of the |ast one
that hit you. He has to charge you nore out of pride."

Tucker cradled his head in his hands and stared into his gin and tonic.
"I'"m fucked."

Jake patted himon the arm then drew back at the intimcy of the act.
"They're calling your flight. You'll be fine."

They rose and Jake threw some cash on the table. At the gate Tucker
turned to his friend. "Man, | don't know what to say."

Jake extended his hand. "No sweat, nan. You'd have done it for ne.

"I really hate flying in the back. Check on that kid fromthe notel

okay. "

"I"'mon it. Look, everything you need is in the pack. Don't |eave it
behi nd. "

"Right," Tucker said. "Well..." He turned and wal ked down the ranp to the
pl ane.

Jake Skye wat ched himgo, then turned, wal ked to a pay phone, dial ed sone
nunbers, and waited. "Yeah, it's Jake. He's on his way. Yeah, gone for good.
When can | pick up my check?"

8
The Humiliation of the Pilot as a Passenger

Once on the plane, Tucker unfolded the letter fromthe nysterious doctor
and read it again.

Dear M. Case:

| have becone aware of your recent difficulties and | believe | have a
proposition that will be of great benefit to us both. My wife and | are
m ssionaries on Alualu, a rather renmote atoll at the northwestern tip of the
M cronesi an crescent. Since we are out of the normal shipping | anes and we are
the sol e nedical provider for the people of the island, we maintain our own
aircraft for the transport of medical supplies. W have recently procured a
Lear 45 for this purpose, but our former pilot has been called to the nainland
on personal business for an indefinite tine.

In short, M. Case, given your experience flying small jets and our
uni que requirements, we feel that this would be a perfect opportunity for us
both. We are not concerned with the status of your license, only that you can
performin the pilot's seat and fulfill a need that can only be described as
dire.

If you are willing to honor a long-termcontract, we wll provide you
with roomand board on the island, pay you $2,000 a week, as well as a



gener ous bonus upon conpletion of the contract. As a gesture of our sincerity,
I amenclosing an open airline ticket and a cashier's cheek for $3,000 for
travel i ng expenses. Contact us by email with your arrival tine in Truk and ny

wife will meet you there to discuss the conditions of your enploynent and
provide transportation to Alualu. You'll find a roomreserved for you at the
Par adi se | nn.

Si ncerely,

Sebastian Curtis, MD.
Sebcurt @V dnet . COM JAP

Wy me? Tuck wondered. He'd crashed a jet, lost his job and probably his
sex life, was charged with multiple crinmes, then a letter and a check arrived

fromnnowhere to bail himout, but only if he was willing to abandon everyt hi ng
and nove to a Pacific island. It could turn out to be a good job, but if it
had been his decision, he'd still be lingering over it in a notel roomwth

Dusty Lenon. It was as if some conbination of ironic luck and Jake Skye had
been sent along to make the decision for him Not so strange, he thought. The
same conbination had put himin the pilot's seat in the first place.

Tuck had grown up in Elsinore, California, northeast of San Di ego, the
only son of the owner of the Denmark Silverware Corporation. He had an
unr emar kabl e chi | dhood, was a medi ocre athlete, and spent nost of his
adol escence surfing in San Diego and chasing girls, one of whomhe finally
caught .

Zoophilia Gold was the daughter of his father's lawer, a lovely girl
made shy by a cruel first name. Tuck and Zoo enjoyed a brief romance, which
was put on hold when Tuck's father sent himoff to college in Texas so he
could learn to nake deci sions and soneday take over the fam |y business. His
notivation excised by the job guarantee, Tuck made passing grades until his
col l ege career was cut short by an energency call fromhis nother. "Cone hone.
Your father's dead."”

Tuck made the drive in two days, stopping only for gas, to use the
bat hroom and to call Zoophilia, who infornmed himthat his nother had married
his father's brother and his uncle had taken over Denmark Silverware. Tuck
screeched into Elsinore in a blind rage and ran over Zoophilia's father as he
was | eaving Tuck's nother's house.

The death was decl ared an accident, but during the investigation a
pol i ceman i nfornmed Tuck that although he had no proof, he suspected that the
riding accident that killed Tuck's father m ght not have been an acci dent,
especi ally since Tuck's father had been allergic to horses. Tuck was sure that
his uncle had set the whole thing up, but he couldn't bring hinmself to
confront his nmother or her new husband.

In the nmeantime, Zoophilia, stricken with grief over her father's death,
overdosed on Prozac and drowned in her hot tub, and her brother, who had been
away at college also, returned pronmising to kill Tucker or at |east sue him
into oblivion for the deaths of his father and sister. Wiile trying to conme to
a decision on a course of action, Tucker met a brace of Texas brunettes in a
Paci fic Beach bar who insisted he ride back with themto the Lone Star state.

Di si nherited, depressed, and cluel ess, Tucker took the ride as far as a
smal | suburban airport outside of Houston, where the girls asked himif he'd
ever been nude skydiving. At that point, not really caring if he lived or
died, he crawed into the back of a Beechcraft with them

They | eft him scraped, bruised, and stranded on the tarmac in a jockstrap
and a parachute harness, shivering with adrenaline. Jake Skye found him
wanderi ng around the hangars wearing the parachute canopy as a toga. It had
been a tough year.

"Let me guess," Jake said. "Mrgi e and Randy Sue?"

"Yeah," Tucker said. "How d you know?"

"They do it all the time. Daddies with noney--Rosencrantz and
Qui l denstern Petrol eum Hope you didn't cut up that canopy. You can get a
grand for it used."
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"They' re gone, then?"

"An hour ago. Said sonething about going to London. Where are your
cl ot hes?"

"In their car."”

"Cone with nme."

Jake gave Tucker a job washing airplanes, then taught himto fly a Cessna
172 and enrolled himin flight school. Tucker got his tw n-engine hours in six
nmont hs, hel ping Jake ferry Texas busi nessmen around the state in a | eased
Beech Duke. Jake turned the flying over to Tuck as soon as he passed his 135
commercial certification

"I can fly anything," Jake said, "but unless it's helicopters, I'd rather
wrench. Only steady gig in choppers is flying oil rigs in the Gulf. Had too
many friends tip off into the drink. You fly, I'll do the mai ntenance, we

split the cash."
Anot her six months and Jake was offered a job by the Mary Jean Cosnetics
Corporation. Jake took the job on the condition that Tucker could copil ot
until he had his Lear hours (he described Tuck as a "little lost |lanb" and the
makeup magnate relented). Mary Jean did her own flying, but once Tucker was
qualified, she turned the controls over to himfull-time. "Some menbers of the
board have pointed out that nmy time would be better spent taking care of
busi ness instead of flying. Besides, it's not |ladylike. How d you like a job?"
Luck. The training he'd received woul d have cost hundreds of thousands of
dollars, and he'd gotten nost of it for free. He had beconme a new person, and
it had all started with a bizarre streak of bad |uck followed by an
opportunity and Jake Skye's intervention. Maybe it would work out for the
better this time too. At least this time no one had been killed.

9
Cult of the Autopilot: A History Lesson

The pilot said, "The local time is 9:00 AM The tenperature is 90
degrees. Thank you for flying Continental and enjoy your stay in Truk." Then
he | aughed nenaci ngly.

Tuck stepped out of the plane and felt the pal pable weight of the air in
his lungs. It snelled green, fecund, as if vegetation was grow ng, dying,
rotting, and giving off a gas too thick to breathe. He followed a line of
passengers to the ternminal, a long, |ow cinderblock building--nothing nore
really than a tin roof on pillars--teeming with brown people; short, stoutly
built people, men in jeans or old dress slacks and T-shirts, wonen in |ong
floral cotton dresses with puff shoulders, their hair held in buns atop their
heads by tortoiseshell conbs.

Tuck waited, sweating, at one end of the terninal while young nen shoved
t he baggage through a curtain onto a plywood ranp. Natives retrieved their
baggage, mainly cool ers wapped wi th packi ng tape, and wal ked by the custons
of ficer's counter w thout pausing. He | ooked for a tourist, to see how they
were treated, but there were none. The customs officer glared at him Tucker
hoped there was nothing illegal in his pack. The airport here | ooked like a
wei gh station for a death canp; he didn't want to see the jail. He fingered
the roll of bills in his pocket, thinking, Bribe.

The pack canme sliding through the curtain. Tucker moved through the pal
of islanders and pulled the pack onto his shoulders, then wal ked to the
custonms counter and plopped it down in front of the officer

"Passport," the officer said. He was fat and wore a brass button uniform
with dime store flip-flops on his feet.

Tuck handed hi m his passport.

"How l ong will you be staying?"

"Not long. |I'mnot sure. A day maybe."

"No flights for three days." The officer stanped the passport and handed



it back to Tucker. "There's a ten-dollar departure fee."

"That's it?" Tucker was amazed. No inspection, no bribe. Luck again.

"Take your bag."

"Right." Tucker scooped up the pack and headed for an exit sign
hand- pai nted on pl ywood. He wal ked out of the airport and was blinded by the
sun.

"Hey, you dive?" A man's voice.

Tuck squinted and a thin, leathery islander in a Bruins hockey jersey
stood in front of him He had six teeth, two of themgold. "No," Tucker said.

"Why you cone if you no dive?"

“I"'m here on business." Tucker dropped his pack and tried to breathe. He
was soaked with sweat. Ten seconds in this sun and he wanted to dive into the
shade |i ke a roach under a stove.

"\Where you stay?"

This guy | ooked crimnal, just an eye patch short of a pirate. Tucker
didn't want to tell him anything.

"How do | get to the Paradi se I nn?"

The pirate called to a teenager who was sitting in the shade watching a
score of beat-up Japanese cars with bl ackened wi ndows jockeying for position
inthe dirt street.

"Rindi! Paradise."

The younger man, dressed |ike a Conpton rapper--oversized shorts,
football jersey, baseball cap reversed over a blue bandanna--cane over and
grabbed Tucker's pack. Tuck kept one hand on an arm strap and fought the kid
for control

"You go with him" the pirate said. "He take you Paradise."

"Come on, Holnes," the kid said. "My car air-conditioned."

Tucker let go of the pack and the kid whisked it away through the jostle
of cars to an old Honda Civic with a cell ophane back wi ndow and bailing wire
hol di ng t he passenger door shut. Tuck followed him stepping quickly between
the cars, each one lurching forward as if to hit himas he passed. He | ooked
for the driver's expressions, but the w ndshields were all blacked out with
plastic film

The kid threw Tuck's pack in the hatchback, then unwired the door and
held it open. Tucker clinbed in, feeling, once again, conpletely at the nercy
of Lady Luck. Now | get to see the place where they rob and kill the white
guys, he thought.

As they drove, Tuck | ooked out on the | agoon. Even through the tinted
wi ndow t he bl ue of the |agoon shone as if illunminated from bel ow. |sland wonen
i n scuba masks waded shoul der deep; their floral dresses flow ng around them
made them | ook like multicolored jellyfish. Each carried a short steel spear
slung froma piece of surgical tubing. Large plastic buckets floated on the
surface in which the wonen were depositing their catch

"What are they hunting?" Tuck asked the driver

"Cctopus, urchin, small fish. Mstly octopus. Hey, where you fromin
United States?"

"I grewup in California."

The kid lit up. "California! You have Crips there, right?"

"Yeah, there's gangs."

"I'ma Crip," the kid said, pointing to his blue bandanna with pride. "M
and ny hom es find any Bl oods here, we gonna pop a nine on 'em"

Tucker was amazed. On the side of the road a beautiful little girl in a
flowered dress was drinking froma green coconut. Here in the car there was a
gang war going on. He said, "Were are the Bl oods?"

Ri ndi shook his head sadly. "Nobody want to be Bloods. Only Crips on
Truk. But if we see one, we gonna bust a cap on 'em" He pulled back a towel
on the seat to reveal a beat up Daisy air pistol

Tuck made a nental note not to wear a red bandanna and accidentally fill
t he Bl ood shortage. He had no desire to be killed or wounded over a glorified
gane of cowboys and I ndi ans.



"How far to the hotel ?"

"This it," Rindi said, wenching the Honda across the road into a dusty
parking | ot.

The Paradise Inn was a two-story, crunbling stucco building with a crown
of rusting rebar beckoning skyward for a third fl oor that would never be
built. Tuck let the boy, Rindi, carry his pack to an upstairs room mint green
ci nder bl ock over brown |inoleum a beat-up netal desk, snoke-stained flora
curtains, a twin bed with a torn 1950s bedspread, the snell of mldew and
i nsecticide. Rindi put the pack in the doorless closet and cranked the little
wi ndow air conditioner to high.

"Too | ate for shower. Water conme on again four to six."

Tuck gl anced into the bathroom M stake. An exotic |ooking orange thing
was growi ng on the shower curtain. He said, "Where can | get a beer?"

Ri ndi grinned. "W have | ounge. Budwei ser, 'king of beers.' MIV on
satellite." He cocked his wists and performed a gangsta rap nove that | ooked
as if he'd contracted a rhythmc cerebral palsy. "Yo, G we chill with the
phattest janms? Snhoop, lce, Public Eneny."

"Ch, good," Tuck said. "W can do a drive-by later. How do | get to the
| ounge?"

"Down steps, outside, go right." He paused, |ooking concerned. "W have
to shoot out driver's side. G her wi ndow not go down."

"We' || nmanage." Tuck flipped the kid a dollar and left the room proud to
be an Ameri can.

An unconscious island man marked the entrance to the | ounge. Tuck stepped
over him and pushed his way through the black glass door into a cool, dark
snoke- hazed roomlit by a silent television tuned to nothing and a flickering
neon BUDVEI SER sign. A shadow stood behind the bar; two nore sat in front of
it. Tuck could see eyes in the dark--nmaybe people sitting at tables, maybe
nocturnal vermn.

A voice: "A fellow American here to buy a beer for his countryman."

The voi ce had conme fromone of the shadows at the bar. Tuck squinted into
the dark and saw a |l arge white man, about fifty, in a sweat-stained dress
shirt. He was smling, a jowy yellow snile under drink-dulled eyes. Tuck
smi | ed back. Anyone that didn't speak broken English was, at this point, his
friend.

"What are you drinkin', pardner?" Tuck always went Texan when he was
being friendly.

"What you drink here." He held up two fingers to the bartender, then held
his hand out to shake. "Jefferson Pardee, editor in chief of the Truk Star."

"Tucker Case." Tuck sat down on the stool next to the big nman. The
bart ender placed two sweati ng Budwei ser cans in front of them and waited.

"Run a tab," Pardee said. Then to Tuck: "I assune you're a diver?"

"Why woul d you assume that ?"

"It's the only reason Anericans cone here, other than Peace Corps or Navy
CAT team nenbers. And if you don't mind my saying, you don't | ook idealistic
enough to be Peace Corps or stupid enough to be Navy."

"I"'ma pilot." It felt good saying it. He'd always liked saying it. He
didn't realize howterrified he'd been that he'd never be able to say it
again. "lI'm supposed to nmeet soneone from another island about a job."

"Not a missionary air outfit, | hope."

"It's for a mssionary doctor. Wy?"

"Son, those people do a great job, but you can only get so nmuch out of
those old planes they fly. Fifty-year-old Beech 18s and DC3s. Sooner or |ater
you're going into the drink. But | suppose if you're flying for God..."

"Il be flying a new Learjet."

Par dee al nost dropped his beer. "Bullshit."

Tuck was tenpted to pull out the letter and slamit on the bar, but
t hought better of it. "That's what they said."

Pardee put a big hairy forearmon the bar and | eaned into Tuck. He
snelled like a hangover. "Wat island and what church?"



"Alualu," Tuck said. "AD. Curtis."”

Par dee nodded and sat back on his stool. "No-man's Island."

"What's that mean?"

"It doesn't belong to anyone. Do you know anyt hi ng about M cronesi a?"

"Just that you have gangs but no regul ar indoor plunbing."

"Wl |, depending on how you look at it, Truk can be a hellhole. That's
what happens when you gi ve Coke cans to a coconut culture. But it's not al
that way. There are two thousand islands in the M cronesian crescent, running
al nrost ad the way from Hawaii to New QGui nea. Magellan | anded here first, on
his first voyage around the world. The Spanish clainmed them then the Germans,
then the Japanese. W took them fromthe Japanese during the war. There are
seventy sunken Japanese ships in Truk's |l agoon alone. That's why the divers
cone. "

"So what's this have to do with where |I'm goi ng?"

"I"'mgetting to that. Until fifteen years ago, Mcronesia was a U. S.
protectorate, except for Alualu. Because it's at the westernnost tip of the
crescent, we left it out of the surrender agreenent with the Japanese. It kind
of got lost in the shuffle. So Alualu was never an American territory, and
when the Federated States of M cronesia decl ared i ndependence, they didn't
i ncl ude Alualu."

"So what's that nmean?" Tuck was getting inpatient. This was the | ongest
| ecture he'd endured since flight school

“I'n short, no nother government, no foreign aid, no nothing. Al ualu
bel ongs to whoever lives onit. It's off the shipping |lanes, and it's a raised
atoll, only one small island, not a group of islands around a |agoon, so
there's not enough copra to nake it worth the trip for the collector boats.
Since the war, when there was an airstrip there, no one goes there."

"Maybe that's why they need the jet?"

"Son, | cane here in '66 with the Peace Corps and |'ve never left. |'ve
seen a lot of mssionaries throw a |lot of noney at a | ot of problenms, but |'ve
never seen a church that was willing to spring for a Learjet."

Tuck wanted to beat his head on the bar just to feel his tiny brain
rattle. OF course it was too good to be true. He'd known that instinctively.
He shoul d have known that as soon as he'd seen the noney they were offering
him-him Tucker Case, the biggest fuckup in the world.

fuck drained his beer and signaled for two nore. "So what do you know
about this Curtis?"

"I've heard of him There's not nuch news out here and he made sone about
twenty years back. He went batshit at the airport in Yap after he couldn't get

anyone to evacuate a sick kid off the island. Frankly, |I'msurprised he's
still out there. | heard the church pulled out on him Cargo cults give
Christians the willies."

Tuck knew he was being lured in. He'd net guys |ike Pardee in airport
hotel bars all over the U S.: |onely businessnen, usually sal esmen, who woul d

talk to anyone about anything just for the conmpany. They |earned how to make
you ask questions that required | ong wi ndy answers. He'd felt synpathetic
toward them ever since he'd played Wllie Loman in Mss Patterson's

t hird-grade class production of Death of a Sal esman. Pardee just needed to
tal k.

"What's a cargo cult?" Tuck asked.

Pardee sniled. "They've been in the islands since the Spanish | anded in
the 1500s and traded steel tools and beads to the natives for food and water.
They're still around.”

Pardee took a long pull on his beer, set it down, and resuned. "These
i sl ands were all popul ated by people from somewhere el se. The stories of the
heroi c ancestors com ng across the sea in canoes are part of their religions.
The ancestors brought everything they need fromacross the sea. Al of a
sudden, guys show up with new cool stuff. Instant ancestors, instant gods from
across the sea, bearing gifts. They incorporated the newconers into their
religions. Sonetinmes it nmight be fifty years before another ship showed up,



but every time they used a machete, they thought about the return of the gods
bearing cargo."

"So there are still people waiting for the Spanish to return with stee
tools."

Par dee | aughed. "No. Except for mssionaries, these islands didn't get
much attention fromthe nodern world until World War I1. Al of a sudden

Allied forces are coming in and building airstrips and bribing the islanders
with things so they would resist the Japanese. Manna fromthe heavens.
American flyers brought in all sorts of good stuff. Then the war ended and the
good stuff sl opped com ng.

"Years | ater anthropol ogists and missionaries are finding little altars
built to airplanes. The islanders are still waiting for the ships fromthe sky
to return and save them Mths get built around single pilots who are supposed
to bring great arnmies to the islands to chase out the French, or the British,
or whatever inperial government holds the island. The British outlawed the
cargo cults on sone Melanesian islands and jailed the | eaders. Bad idea, of
course. They were instant martyrs. The m ssionaries railed agai nst the new
religions, trying to use reason to kill faith, so some islanders started
claimng their pilots were Jesus. Drove the missionaries nuts. Natives putting
little propellers on their crucifixes, drawing pictures of Christ in a flight
hel met. Bottomline is the cargo cults are still around, and | hear that one
of the strongest is on Alualu."

"Are the natives dangerous?" Tuck asked.

"Not because of their religion, no."

"What's that mean?"

"These people are warriors, M. Case. They forget that nost of the tine,
but sometines when they're drinking, a thousand years of warrior tradition can
rear its head, even on the nore nodernized islands |like Truk. And there are
people in these islands who still renmenber the taste of human flesh--if you
get ny neaning. Tastes |ike Spam | hear. The natives |ove Spam"

" Span? You're kidding."

"Nope. That's what Spam stands for: Shaped Protein Approxi mati ng Man."

Tucker smiled, realizing he'd been had. Pardee | et |oose an expl osive
| augh and sl apped Tuck on the shoul der. "Look, ny friend, |'ve got to get to
the office. A paper to put out, you know But watch yourself. And don't be
surprised if your Learjet is actually a beat-up Cessna."

"Thanks, " Tucker said, shaking the big man's hand.

"You going to be around for a few days?" Pardee asked.

"I'"mnot sure."”

"Well, just a word of advice"--Pardee | owered his voice and | eaned into
Tucker conspiratorially--"don't go out at night by yourself. Nothing you're
going to see is worth your life."

"I can take care of nyself, but thanks."

"Just so," Pardee said. He turned and | unbered out of the bar

Tuck paid the bartender and headed out into the heat and to his room
where he stepped naked and lay on the tattered bedspread, letting the air
conditioner blow over himwith a welconme chill. Maybe this won't be so bad, he
t hought. He was going to end up on an island where God was a pilot. Wat a
great way to get babes!

Then he | ooked down at his wi thered nenber, stitched and scarred as if it
had been patched fromthe Frankenstein nonster. A wave of anxiety passed
t hrough him bringing sweat to his skin even in the electric chill. He
realized that he had really never done anything in his adult life that had
not - -even at sone subconscious | evel --been part of a strategy to inpress
worren. He woul d have never worked so hard to becone a pilot if it hadn't been
for Jake's insistence that "Chicks dig pilots.” Wy fly? Wiy get out of bed in
t he norni ng? Why do anyt hi ng?

He rolled over to bury his face in the pillow and pinned a |ive cockroach
to the spread with his cheek.



10
Coconut Tel egraph

Jefferson Pardee dialed the island conmrmuni cati ons center and asked them
to connect himto a friend of his in the governor's office on Yap. Wile he
wai ted for the connection, he | ooked down fromhis office above the Food Store
on the Truk public market: women selling bananas, coconuts, and banana | eaf
bundl es of taro out of plywiod sheds; children with bandannas on their faces
agai nst the rising street dust; drunk men | anguishing red-eyed in the shade.
Across the street lay a stand of coconut palnms and the vibrant bl ue-green
wat er of the | agoon dotted with outboards and floating pieces of Styrofoam
cool ers. Another day in paradise, Pardee thought.

Par dee had been out here for thirty years now. He'd come fresh out of
Nort hwestern School of Journalismfull of passion to save the world, to help
those less fortunate than hinself, and to avoid the draft. After his two years
in the Peace Corps were up--his main achievenent was teaching the islanders to
boil water--he'd stayed. First he worked for the budding island governments,
hel ping to wite the charters, the constitutions, and the requests for aid
fromthe United States. That work finished, he found hinself afraid to go
hone. He'd gone to fat on breadfruit and beer and become accustoned to doll ar
whores, fifty-cent taxis, and a two-hour workday. The idea of returning to the
States, where he would have to live up to his potential or face being called a
failure, terrified him He wote and received a grant to start the Truk Star
It was the last significant thing that he'd done for twenty-five years.
Covering the news in Truk was akin to taking a penguin census in the Mjave
Desert. Still, deep inside, he hoped that something woul d happen so that he
could flex his atrophied journalistic nmuscles. Something he could get
passi onat e about. Why couldn't the United States nuke a nearby island? The
French did it in Polynesia all the time. But no, the United States nukes one
l[ittle atoll in Mcronesia (Bikini) and they go away, saying, "Well, | guess
that ought to do for twenty-five thousand years or so." Wnps.

Then again, maybe there was sonething going on out on Al ual u. Sorething
cl andestine and dirty. Jefferson Pardee had | ost his anmbition, but he stil
had hope.

"Go ahead," the operator said.

"I gnat ho, how you doi ng, man?"

| gnat ho Mal ongo, governor's assistant for outer island affairs, was not
in the nood to chat. It was lunchtime and he was out of cigarettes and betel
nut and no one had conme to relieve himon the radio so he could | eave. His
office was in a bright blue corrugated steel shed tucked behind the offices of
the governor. It housed a mlitary-style steel desk, a shortwave radio, a new
| BM conput er, and a wastebasket full of tractor-feed paper stained with red
betel nut spit under a sign that enphatically declared NO SPI TTI NG He was
round, brown, and wore only a loincloth, a Casio watch, and a Bic pen on a
string around his neck. He was sweating into a puddl e that darkened the
concrete floor around his desk

"Pardee, what do you need?"

"I was wondering if you' ve heard anything going on out on Al ual u?"

"Just the sane. (Qccasionally the doctor radios for supplies to be sent
out on the Mcro Trader. They're not officially in Yap state, so they don't go
t hrough nmy of fice. Wy?"

"You hear any rumors, maybe fromthe Mcro Trader crew?"

"Li ke what? The Shark People don't have contact wth anyone since | can
remenber. Just that Dr. Curtis.”

Pardee didn't want to be in the business of starting runors. Mre than
once he'd had to track down a story to find out that it had started with a
drunken lie he'd told in a bar that had circul ated through the islands,
changed enough to sound credi ble, and | anded back on his desk. Still, Malongo



wasn't giving anything today. "I hear they have a new aircraft out there. A
Learjet."

Mal ongo | aughed. "Where did you hear that?"

"I"ve heard it twice now A couple of nonths ago froma guy who said he
was going out there to fly it for themand just now from another pilot on his
way. "

"Maybe they're starting a new airline. Be serious, Jeff. Are you that
desperate for a story? |I've got sone grants you can wite if you need the
wor k. "

Pardee was a little enbarrassed. Still, he had no doubt that Tucker Case
had been contacted by Dr. Curtis. Something was up. He said, "Wll, maybe you
can ask the guys on the Trader to keep an eye out. Ask around and call ne if
you hear anything."

Suddenly Pardee had a flash of notivational inspiration. "If soneone's
buyi ng jet airplanes, there mght be some untapped government noney out there
that you guys don't know about." He could al nbst hear Mal ongo snap to
attention.

Mal ongo was thinking air conditioner, |aser printer, a new chair. "Look
"Il ask out at the airport. If someone's flying a jet off of Alualu, then
they have to use the radio, right?"

"l suppose," Pardee said.

“I"1l call you." Ml ongo hung up

Par dee sighed. "And once ague,"” he said to hinself, "we lead with the
"Pig Thief Still at Large' story."

A half hour later the phone rang. The phone never rang. Pardee picked it
up and could tell by the clicking that he was being connected off-island.
| gnat ho Mal ongo came on the Iline. He sounded |like he was in a better nood.
Pardee guessed that he was in a state of foreign aid arousal

"Jeff, the Trader is in the harbor. Sonme of the crew was having | unch at
the marina and | asked them about your Learjet." Ml ongo was snmoki ng a Benson

Hedges and chewing a big cud of betel nut. He was in a better nmood now.

" And?"

"No one's seen it, but they did see sone Japanese on the island the |ast
time they were there."

"Japanese? Tourists?"

"They were carrying machi ne guns."

"No shit."

"Do you think this means there's some nmilitary noney com ng our way?"

Mal ongo was thinking air-conditioning, a case of Spam a ticket to Hawaii to
go shoppi ng.

Pardee scratched his two-day growh of beard. "Probably the crew off of a
tuna boat. They've been threatening to shoot sonme of the islanders off Uithi
if they keep stealing their net floats. 1'll check with the Australian Navy,
see if they know about a Japanese boat fishing those waters. Meantine, | owe
you a bag of betel nut."

Mal ongo | aughed. "You owe ne about ten bags by now. How you going to pay
if you never |eave that shithole of an island?"

"You'll see me soon enough." Pardee hung up

11
Pagi ng the Goddess

The Shark men had been beating drums and nmarching with banboo rifles
since dawn, while the Shark wonen prepared the feast for the appearance of the
H gh Priestess.

In her bed chanber the Hi gh Priestess was doing her nails. The Sorcerer
entered through a beaded curtain, noved up behind her, and cupped her naked
breasts. Wthout |ooking up, she said, "You know, | used to get a pretty good



buzz doing this in my studio apartnent. Cl ose the wi ndows and | et the funes
build up. Want a whiff?" She held the polish bottle out behind her

He shook his head. He was in his md-fifties, tall, thin, with short gray
hair and ice blue eyes. He wore a green | ab coat over Bermnuda shorts.

"M ssionary Air just radi oed. Their Beech is broken. They're waiting for a
part fromthe States and won't have it fixed for a nonth. Qur pilot's stuck on
Truk. "

The High Priestess fired a glare over her shoul der and he could fee
hi nsel f going to slime, changing, nelting into the | owest form of sea sl ug.
She could do that to him Her breasts felt like chilled river rocks in his
hands. He stepped away.

"It's all right," he said. "I've sent hima nessage to fly to Yap. He can
catch the Mcro Trader there tonorrow and he'll be here two days later."

She was not inpressed. "Don't you think it mght be a good idea for nme to
nmeet this one before he gets here? It took [ong enough to find him"

The Sorcerer had backed all the way to the beaded curtain. "You were the
one that didn't want any nore mlitary types."

"Because it worked so well last tine. It's bad enough | have to be
surrounded by ninjas. | don't like it."

The Sorcerer couldn't believe anyone could walk that slowmy and stil
express so nmuch; it was positively synphonic. He said, "They're not ninjas.
They're just guards. This will all be over soon and you can live in a pal ace
in France if you want."

He held his arms out to receive her enbrace. She turned on a red spiked
heel and qui ckstepped back to the vanity. "We'll talk about this later. | have
to go on in an hour."

Feeling stupid, he dropped his arms and backed through the beaded
curtain. In the distance the Shark Peopl e began the chant to call forth the
Priestess of the Sky.

12
Friendly Advice

Tuck was sweating through a slownotion dreamrerun of the crash. The end
of the runway was com ng up too quickly. Meadow Mal ackovitch was bounci ng of f
of various consoles in the cockpit. Someone in the copilot seat was scream ng
at him calling hima "fuckin' nook." He turned to see who it was and was
awakened by a knock on the door

"M. Case. Message for you."

"Just a second." Tucker scranbled in the darkness until he found his
khakis on the floor, shook themto evict any insect visitors, then pulled them
on and stunbled to the door. Rindi, the driver-rapper, stood outside holding a
slip of paper.

"This just come for you fromthe telecomcenter." He reached past Tuck
and clicked the light switch. A bare bulb went on over the desk.

Tuck took the note, dug in his pants pocket for a tip, and came up with a
dollar, but Rindi had already shuffled off.

The note, on waxy fax paper, was covered with greasy fingerprints. Tuck
guessed it had probably passed through a dozen hands before getting to him He
unfolded it and read.

To: Tucker Case c/o Paradi se Hotel

From Dr. Sebastian Curtis M. Case,

| deeply regret that my wife will not be able to neet you on Truk as
pl anned. W have reserved a seat for you on tomorrow s Air Mcronesia flight
to Yap, where we have arranged transport aboard the supply ship, Mcro Trader
to Alualu. Your plane will arrive at 11:00 AM and the Mcro Trader is
scheduled to sail at noon, so it will be necessary for you to take a taxi to



t he dock as soon as you cl ear custons.

| apol ogi ze for the inconveni ence and would ask that you refrain from
di scussing the purpose of your visit with the crew of the Mcro Trader--or
wi th anyone el se, for that matter. It would be unfortunate if this research
reached the FAA before it had been thoroughly investigated. Runors travel
qui ckly in these islands.

| look forward to discussing the intricacies of the particular strain of
st aphyl ococci with you

Sincerely, Sebastian Curtis, MD.

St aphyl ococci ? Gerns? He wants to di scuss gerns? Tuck coul dn't have been
nore confused if the nessage had been in Eskinpb. He folded it and | ooked again
at the fingerprints. That was it. He knew that other people would be reading
the note. The germthing was just a red herring to confuse nosy natives. The
bit about the FAA obviously referred to Tuck's revoked pilot's license. In a
way, it was a threat. Maybe he ought to find out a little nore about this
doctor before he went running out to this renote island. Maybe the reporter
Par dee, knew sonet hi ng.

Tuck dressed quickly and went down to the desk, where Rindi was |listening
to a transistor radio with a speaker that sounded like it had been fashioned
from wax paper. Someone was singing a Garth Brooks song in nasal Trukese
acconpani ed by an accordi on.

"It sounds l|ike soneone's hurting animals." Tuck grinned.

Rindi did not smle. "You going out?" R ndi was eager to get into Tuck's
room and go through his |uggage.

"I need to find that reporter, Jefferson Pardee."

Ri ndi | ooked as if he was going to spit. He said, "He at Yumi Bar all the
time. That way." He pointed up the road toward town. "You need ride?"

"How far is it?"

"Maybe a mile. How |l ong you be gone?" Rindi wanted to take his tinme, nake
sure he didn't mss any of Tuck's val uabl es.

"I"'mnot sure. Do you lock the door at m dni ght or sonething?"

"No, | come get you if you drunk."

“I"1l be fine. I'll be checking out in the nmorning. Can | get an eight
o' cl ock wake-up call?"

"No. No phone in room™

"How about a wake-up knock?"

"No problem"

"Thanks." Tucker went out the front door and was nearly thrown back by
the thickness of the air. The tenperature had dropped to the mid-80s, but it
felt as if it had gotten nore hum d. Everything dripped. The air carried the
scent of rotting flowers.

Tuck set off down the road and was soaked with sweat by the time he
reached a rusted netal Quonset hut with a hand-painted sign that read YUM
BAR. The dirt parking lot was filled with Japanese beaters parked freestyle. A
skel etal dog with open running sores, a crossbreed of dingo and sewer rat,
cowered in the half-l1ight com ng through the door and | ooked at himas if
pl eading to be run over. Tuck's stomach lurched. He made a w de path around
t he dog, who | ooked down and resuned concentration on its suffering.

"Hey, kid, you're not going in there, are you?"

Tuck | ooked up. There was a cigarette glowing in the dark at the corner
of the building. Tuck could just make out the formof a man standing there. He
wore some kind of uniform-Tuck could see the silhouette of a captain's hat.
Anywher e el se Tuck night have ignored a voice in the dark, but the accent was
Ameri can, and out here he was drawn to the famliarity of it. He'd heard it
bef ore.

He said, "I thought |1'd get a beer. |I'mlooking for an Anerican naned
Par dee. "

The guy in the dark blew out a long stream of cigarette snoke. "He's in
there. But you don't want to go in there right now Wit a few m nutes."



Tuck was about to ask why when two men cane crashing through the door and
landed in the dirt at his feet. They were islanders, both screan ng
i nconmpr ehensi bly as they punched and gouged at one another. The one on the top
hel d a bush knife, a short machete, which he drew back and slanmed into the
other man's head, severing an ear. Blood sprayed on the dust.

A stream of shouting natives spilled out of the bar, waving beer bottles
and kicking at the fighters. Earless |leaped to his feet and backed of f to get
a running attack at Bush Knife, who was rising to his feet. Earless hit him
with a flying tackle as Bush Knife hacked at his ribs. A pickup truck full of
policemen pulled into the parking lot and the crowmd scattered into the dark
and back into the bar, leaving the fighters rolling in the dirt. Six policenen
stood over the fighters, slanmng themw th riot batons until they both |ay
still. The police threw the fighters into the bed of their truck, clinbed in
after them and drove off.

Tuck stood stunned. He'd never seen violence that sudden and raw in his
l[ife. Ten nore seconds and he would have been in the nmiddle of it instead of
backpedal i ng across the parking |ot.

"Shoul d be okay to go in now," said the voice fromthe dark

Tuck | ooked up, but he couldn't even see the cigarette gl ow ng now.
"Thanks," he said. "You sure it's okay?"

"Watch your ass, kid," said the voice, and this tine it seenmed to cone
from above him Tucker spun around, nearly wenching his neck, but he couldn't
see anyone. He shook off the confusion and headed into the bar

The skeletal dog crawl ed fromunder a truck, seized the severed ear from
the dust, and slunk into the shadows. "Good dog," said the voice out of the
dark. The dog growl ed, ready to protect its prize. A young man, perhaps
twenty-four, dark and sharp-featured, dressed in a gray flight suit, stepped
out of the shadows and bent to the dog, who lowered its head in subm ssion
The young man reached out as if to pet the dog, then grabbed its head and
qui ckly snapped its neck. "Now, that's better, ain't it, yalittle nook?"

The bar was as dingy inside as it was out. Yellow bug bul bs gave off just
enough light to navigate around drunken islanders and a beat-up pool table. An
old Wirlitzer bounced Anerican country western songs off the nmetal walls. A
khaki - w apped hul k, Jefferson Pardee, sweated over a Budwei ser at the bar
Tucker slid in next to him

Pardee | ooked up with red-ri med eyes. "You just mssed all the
excitement."”

"No, | sawit. | was outside."

Par dee signaled for two nore beers. "I thought | told you not to go out
at night.'

"I"'mleaving for Yap in the nmorning and | need to ask you sone
guestions.”

Pardee grinned like a child given a surprise favor. "I'm at your service,
M. Case."

Tuck wei ghed his need for information against the ignomny of telling
Pardee about the crash. He pulled the crunpled fax paper fromhis pants pocket
and set it on the bar before the reporter

Pardee lit a cigarette as he read. He finished readi ng and handed the fax
back to Tucker. "It's not unusual to have changes in travel plans out here.
But what's this about bacteria? |I thought you were a pilot."

Tucker took Pardee though the crash and the nysterious invitation from
t he doctor, including Jake's theories about drug smuggling. "I think the
bacteria stuff was just to throw of f anyone who got hold of the fax."

"You're right there. But it's not drugs. There aren't any drugs produced
in these islands except kava and betel nut, and nobody wants those except the
i sl anders. Onh, they growa little pot here and there, but it's consunmed here
by the gangsta wanna-bes."

"Gangst a wanna- bes?" Tuck asked.



"A few of the islanders have satellite TV. The people who | ook |ike them
on TV are gangsta rappers. The old rundown buil dings they see in the hood I ook
like the buildings here. Except here they're new and rundown. It's a Coke and
a smile and baby fornula their babies can't digest. It's packaged junk food
shi pped here w thout expiration dates."

"What in the hell are you tal king about, Pardee?"

"They buy into the advertising bullshit that Americans have becone i mune
to. It's like the entire Mcronesian crescent is one big cargo cult. They buy
the worst of American culture.”

"Are you saying |I'mthe worst Anerica has to offer?"

Pardee patted his shoul der and | eaned in close. Tuck could snell the sour
beer sweat conming off the big man. "No, that's not what |'msaying. | don't
know what's going on out on Alualu, but I"'msure it's no big deal. Evil tends
to grow in proportion to the profit potential, and there's just nothing out
there that's worth a shit. Go to your island, kid. And get in touch with ne

when you figure out what's going on. In the nmeantinme, 1'll do sone checking."
Tuck shook the reporter's hand. "I will." He threw some noney on the bar
and started to | eave. Pardee called to himas he reached the door
"One nore thing. | checked around. | heard that there's sone arned nmen on

Alualu. And there was another pilot that cane through here a few nonths ago
Nobody' s seen him Be careful, Tucker."

"And you weren't going to tell me that?"

"I had to be sure that you weren't part of it."

13
Qut of the Frying Pan

Tuck's first thought of the new norning was |'ve got to catch a plane.
H s second was, My dick's broke.

It happens that way. One has a "private" irritation--henorrhoids,
menstrual cranps, swollen prostate, yeast infection, venereal disease, bladder
i nfection--and no matter how hard the mnd tries to escape the gravity of the
affliction, it is inexorably pulled back into a doomed orbit of circular
t hought. Anything that distracts fromthe irritation is anirritation. Life is
an irritation.

I nsi de Tuck's head sounded like this: | have to catch a plane. |I'm
pissing fire. | need a shower. Check the stitches. No water. It |ooks
i nfected. Probably leprosy. | hate this place. I"'msure it's infected. Wen
does the water cone on? It's going to turn black and fall off. \Woever heard
of a place with satellite TV but no running water? I'Il never fly again. I'm
thirty years old and | have no job. And no dick. And who in the hell was that
guy in the parking lot last night? | snell like rancid goat neat. Probably the
infection. Gangrene. | can't believe there's no running water. I'mgoing to
die. Die, die, die.

Not a pl easant place to be: inside Tuck's head.

Qut si de Tuck's head the shower canme on; brown, tepid water ran down his
body in gutless streans; pipes shuddered and trunpeted as if trying to extrude
a vibrating noose. The soap, a brown mnibar made from | ocal copra, |athered
like slate and snelled of hibiscus flowers and suffering dog.

Tuck dried hinmself on a translucent swath of balding terry cloth and
slipped into his clothes, three days saturated with tropical travel funk. He
shoul dered his pack, noticing that the zippered pockets had been tanpered wth
and not giving a good goddamm, then trudged down to the front desk.

Ri ndi was sl eeping on the desk. Tuck woke him made sure that the room
had been paid by the doctor as prom sed, then stood in the tropical sun and
wai ted as Rindi brought the car around.

It seened like a very long ride to the airport. Rindi ran over a chicken
then got out and fought an ol d wonan who cl ai med the chi cken, each tugging on



aleg, testing the tensile strength of poultry to its limt before R nd
busted a kung fu nove that secured his dinner and left the old woman sitting
in the dust with a sacred chicken foot in her hand. (The old woman was from
the island of Tonoas, where nagi c chickens were once called up by a sorcerer
to level a nmountain for a tenple, the Hall of the Magic Chickens.)

At the airport Tuck gave Rindi a dollar for the cab ride, which was twice
the going rate, and waved of f the bl oody handshake the aspiring gangsta
of fered. "Keep the peace, honme boy," Tuck said.

14
Espi onage and Intrigue

Yap was cl eaner than Truk and hotter, if that was possible. Here the
beat-up taxis actually had radio antennas to identify them The roads were
paved as well. The airport, another tin roof over concrete pylons, was filled
with natives: nmen in |oincloths and topless wonen i n hand-woven w aparound
skirts. Tuck caught a cab at the airport and told the driver to take himto
t he dock.

The driver spat out the w ndow and said, "The ship gone."

"It can't be gone." \Wat had nonents ago been a pl easant drunk from four
airline martinis turned instantly to a headache. "Maybe it was another ship
that left."”

The driver sniled. His teeth were black, his lips bright red. "Ship gone.
You want to go to town?"

"How nmuch?" Tuck asked, as if he had a choice.

"Fourteen dollar."

"Fourteen dollars? It's only fifty cents on Truk!"

"Ckay, fifty cents," the driver said.

"That's your counteroffer?" Tuck asked. He was thinking about what Pardee
had sai d about these islanders absorbing the worst of American culture. This
was his chance to help, if only in a small way. "That's the nost hel pl ess
bargaining |1've ever heard. How do you ever expect your country to get out of
the Third Wrld with that weak shit?"

"Sorry," the driver said. "One dollar."

"Seventy-five cents,"” Tuck said.

"You find another taxi," the driver said, digging in his fiscal heels.

"That's better,"” said Tuck. "A dollar it is. And there's another one in
it for you if you don't run over any chickens."

The driver put the car in gear and started off. They passed though
several mles of jungle before breaking into a brightly lit, surprisingly
noder n-1 ooki ng town with concrete streets. Cccasionally, they passed a tin
house with stone wheel s | eaning agai nst the walls. The stones ranged fromthe
size of a small tire to seven feet in dianeter and were covered with varying
degrees of green noss. "Wat are those nillstone-|ooking things?" Tuck asked
the driver.

"Fei," the driver said. "Stone noney. Very valuable."

"No shit, noney?" Tuck | ooked at a piece of fei standing in a yard as
they passed. It was five feet tall and nearly two feet thick. "Wat do your
pay phones | ook |ike?" Tuck asked with a grin.

The driver didn't find it funny. He |l et Tucker out at the dock, which was
suspi ci ously shi pl ess.

Tuck saw a bearded, red-faced white nan sitting in the shade of a
forklift, smoking a cigarette

"G day," the man said. He was about thirty. In good shape. "Inpela ny
tri be?"

"Huh?" Tuck said.

"Anerican, then?"

Tuck nodded. "You Australian?"



"Royal Navy," the man said. He pulled a hat from behind himand tapped on
it. "Join me?" He notioned for Tuck to sit next to himon the concrete.

Tuck dragged his pack into the shade, dropped it, and extended his hand
to the Australian. "Tucker Case."

The Australian took his hand and nearly crushed it. "Conmander Brion
Frick. Have a seat, mate. Looks |like you been on the piss for a fortnight, if
you don't mind nmy saying."

He handed Tucker a business card. It bore the seal of the Royal
Australian Navy, Frick's nane and rank, and the designation NAVAL
| NTELLI GENCE. Tuck | ooked again at the scruffy Australian, then back at the
card.

"Naval Intelligence, huh? What do you do?"

“I"'ma spy, mate. You know, secret stuff. Very hush-hush."

Tuck wondered just how secret a spy could be who had his status printed
on a business card.

" Espi onage, huh?"

"Well, right now we're watching the Yapese Navy don't make a nove."

"Yap has a navy?"

"Only one patrol boat, and she's broken right now. Yapese put gas in the
di esel engine. But you can't be too careful, lest the little buggers get it in
their mnd to |l aunch a surprise attack. That's her over there." He nodded down
the wharf. Tuck spotted a rusted boat designed Iike a Chinese junk with the
word YAP stenciled on the side in flaking orange Rust-O|leum A half-dozen
Yapese, thin brown nmen with hi gh cheekbones and potbellies, were | ounging on
the deck in loincloths, drinking beer.

Tuck said, "I guess an attack would be a surprise.”

"Ain't as easy a job as it |ooks. Yapese can lull you into a fal se sense
of security. They nmight sit there wi thout noving for two, three weeks, then
just when you start to relax, wham they make their nove."

"Right," Tucker said. The only damage the patrol boat |ooked capabl e of
inflicting was a case of tetanus for the crew

A mle past the Yapese Navy waves crashed on the reef, just a line of
whi t e agai nst the turquoi se sea. Cottony clouds rose out of the sea into
shi ni ng col ums. Tuck scanned the horizon for a ship.

"I's the Mcro Trader in yet?"

"Been in and gone," Frick said. "She'll be back around in six weeks or
so. "

"Damm t," Tuck said. "I can't fucking believe it. | need to get to
Al ual u."

"Why' d you want to go out there?"

"I"'ma pilot. |I'msupposed to be flying for a m ssionary out there."

"Boys and | were out there in the patrol boat |ast week. Godforsaken
pl ace."

Tuck lit up at the mention of the patrol boat. Maybe he could catch a
ride. "You have a patrol boat?"

"Seventy-footer. Some of the boys are out with it now, tuna fishin' with
the CIA Don't nmention it, though. Secret, you know "

"What's the Cl A doi ng down here?"

Frick raised a blond eyebrow. "Keepin' an eye on the Yapese Navy."

"l thought you were doing that."

"Well, | am ain't 1? And when they cone back, it's nmy turn to go
fishin'. Lovely, us bein' allies and all. Cuts the work in half. Want to suck
some piss?”

"Pardon?" Tuck wasn't ready for any kind of bizarre native custons.

"Drink some beers, mate. If you keep an eye on the Yappies, ['ll run down
to the store and grab some beers."

"Sounds good." Tuck was ready to take the edge off his headache. Besides,
there was still a chance for a ride out to the island.

Frick put his hat on Tuck's head. "Right then. By the power invested in
me by the Australian Royal Navy, et cetera, et cetera, | hereby deputize you



as official intelligence officer until | get back. Do you swear?"

"Swear what ?"
"Just swear."
"Sure."

"There it is." Frick started wal king off.

"What do | do if they make a nove?"

"How t he bl oody hell should I know?"

Tuck wat ched the Yapese Navy for an hour before they all stood up and
left the boat. He was pretty sure that this did not constitute a defense
energency, but just in case he decided to walk up the street to see what had
happened to Frick. The pack felt even heavier now, and he guessed that it was
the responsibility for Australian people that weighed himdown. (A woman had
once of fered Tucker a goldfish in a bow, and Tuck had graciously declined it
on the basis that it was too much responsibility and woul d probably die
anyway. He felt the same way about the Australians.)

The concrete streets of Colonia were bl eached white and stained with
three-foot red strips of betel nut spit on either side and lined with thick
jungl e vegetation. Of the streets Tuck could see tin hovels, children playing
in the nud, women passing the hottest part of the day conbing lice from each
other's hair in the shade of a tinroofed porch. The wonmen wore w aparound
skirts, black with brightly colored stripes, and went topless. AU but the
youngest of them were enormously fat by Western standards, and Tuck felt his
i deal i zed picture of the beautiful island girls fade to a lice-infested,
rotund reality. Still, there was sonmething in their gentle groomng and in the
qui et concentration of the children that made himfeel sad and a little
lonely. If only he could run into a woman he could talk to. A Western
woman- - she woul dn't have to know he was a eunuch

He broke out of the jungle into the open street of Colonia's main
"business district." On one side was a nanna with a restaurant and bar (or so
the sign said), on the other a two-story, stucco mnimall of shops and snack
bars. Around it, in the shade of the nbdern portico, stood perhaps a hundred
Yapese, nostly wonen, some young nmen in bright blue loincloths, all shirtless.
The islanders all had bright red |lips and teeth fromchew ng betel nut. Even
the little children were chewing the narcotic cud and spitting periodically
into the street. Tuck wal ked in anmong them hoping to find soneone to ask
about Frick's whereabouts, but none nade eye contact. The wonen and girls
turned their backs to him The men just |ooked away or pretended to pay
attention to sprinkling powdered coral on to a split green betel nut before
begi nni ng a chew

He went into a surprisingly nodern grocery store and was relieved to see
that the prices were in Anerican dollars, the signs in English. He picked up a
quart of bottled water and took it to the checkout counter, where a woman in a
| aval ava and a bl ue polyester smock rang up his purchase and held out her hand
for the noney.

"Do you know where | can find Comrander Brion Frick?" Tuck asked her

She took his money, turned to the cash drawer, and turned back to him
with his change without uttering a word. Tuck repeated his question and the
woman turned away fromhim Finally he left, thinking, She nust not speak
Engl i sh.

He ran into Frick coming out of the store. The spy had a six-pack tucked
under his arm

"I was |ooking for you," Tuck said. "The Yapese Navy took off."

"You coul d have asked inside. They knew where | was."

"l did. The woman wouldn't talk to ne."

"Not allowed to," Frick said. "It's bad manners to make eye contact.
Yapese wonen aren't allowed to talk to a man unless he's a relative. If a
worman and a man are seen speaking in public, they're considered married on the
spot. Shane, too. Ever seen so many bare titties in all your life? Tough
grabbin' a snog if you can't talk to them"

Tucker didn't want to talk about it. "You were supposed to cone back to



t he wharf."

Frick | ooked affronted. "I was on ny way. Didn't think you' d desert your
post. | hope you're a better pilot than you are a spy. Letting them sneak off
like that."

"Look, Frick, | need to get to Alualu right away. Can you take ne in your

patrol boat ?"

"Love to, mate, but we've got a mssion as soon as the boys get back from
fishin'. W' ve got to tow the Yapese patrol boat down to Darwin for repairs.
wn't be back for a fortnight at least.”

"Doesn't it make nore sense to |leave it broken? I mean, in the interest
of wat chi ng then"

The spy rai sed an eyebrow. "\Wat threat are they with a broken boat ?"

"Exactly," Tuck said.

"You obviously don't know a wit about maintaining job security.

M ssionary Air might take you out, but | hear their plane is down for a while.
Fi shing boats are all Chinese. Buggers wouldn't piss on you if you were on
fire. You mght charter a dingy, but | doubt that you'll find anyone wlling
to take you across four hundred kil oneters of open sea in an outboard. There's
fellows do it off Perth, but the West Coast is full of |oonies anyway. Get
yourself a roomand wait. W'Ill take you out when we get back."

"I don't know if | can wait that long." Tuck stood up. "Were should I go
to charter a boat?"

Frick pointed to a large Mbil oil tank at the edge of the harbor. "Try
headi ng down to the fueling station. Should be able to find someone down there
who needs the gas noney."

"Thanks, Frick,, | appreciate it." Tucker shook the spy's hand.

"No worries, mate. You watch yourself out there. | hear that doctor's a
bedbug. "

"Good to know." He waved over his shoul der as he wal ked down to the edge
of the harbor. A group of wonen chew ng betel nut in the shade of a hibiscus
tree turned away from himas he passed.

He wal ked al ong the bank and | ooked into the cloudy green water at the
harbor's edge. Tiny nmulticolored fish darted in and out of the shall ows,
feedi ng on sonme kind of shrinp. Brown nud skippers, their eyes atop their
heads like a frog's, wal ked on their pectoral fins across a small nudflat that
had formed around the roots of a mangrove tree. Tucker stopped and watched
them They were fish, yet they spent nost of their time on land. It was as if
they had evolved to a certain point, then just couldn't make a decision to
| eave the water, grow into manmals, and finally invent personal stereos. For
sixty mllion years they had been hanging out on the nudflats, |ooking at each
other with periscope eyes and goofy froggy grins and saying: "Wat do you want
to do?"

"I don't know. What do you want to do?"

"I don't know. Want to go up on the land or stay in the water?"

"I don't know. Let's hang out on the nudflat a little |onger."

Tuck compl etely understood. Although if he had been a nud skipper, after
a couple of mllion years of dragging hinmself around the nudflat, he would
have | ost his patience and yelled, "Hey, can | get sone feet over here!", thus
nmovi ng evol ution al ong.

He was enjoying the superiority of the Monday norning quarterback (and in
a world created in six days, what day but Mnday could it be?), feeling a
little smarter, a little nore worldly than the mud skippers, when it occurred
to himthat he had no idea how to proceed. He could find the tel ecomcenter
if there was one, and contact the doctor, but then what would he do? Sit for
two weeks on Yap until the Australians returned? Maybe they were wong. Maybe
there was a privately owned plane on the island. \Wat about a dingy? How bad
could it be? The sea | ooked cal menough. That's it, take to the sea.

O perhaps he should just stay on Yap and find a synmpathetic woman to
take his mnd off the problem It had al ways worked before, not to positive
results, but it had worked, damrit. Wmen made himfeel better. He ached for a



Mary Jean Cosnetics consultant. A cool, thin, married woman, arnored in
pant yhose and a bull et proof bouffant. A sweet, shocked, backsliding Born Again
on a one-time sin quest to rem nd her of why redenption was so so good. Muid
ski pper t hi nki ng.

He was reeling with the heat and the | ack of possibilities when he saw
her, up ahead, wal king by the water's edge, her back to him a thin blonde in
a flowered dress with a swing to her walk Iike a wel come hone parade.

15
The Navi gat or

Qut on the edge of the world, with no place to stay, no way to nove on
no job, no life, no friends; hurt, confused, hot, thirsty, and irritated, Tuck
was desperate. Desperate for just the nonentary satisfaction that might cone
fromattracting an attracti ve woman. No matter that he couldn't do anything
about the attraction

VWhat was she doi ng out here? Who cares? \What a wal k!

He qui ckened his pace, his | egs and shoul ders protesting agai nst the
wei ght of his pack, and approached within a couple of steps of the bl onde.

"Excuse me," he call ed.

She turned. Tuck stopped and backed up a step. Something is wong here.
Very, very w ong.

"Ch, baby," she said, hand to her chest as if trying to catch her breath.
"You scare little Kim. Wy you sneakin' up like that?"

Tuck was dunmbfounded. She wasn't a natural blonde. Her skin was dark and
she had the high cheekbones and angul ar features of a Filipino. Long false
eyel ashes, bright red lipstick, but lines in the face that were a little too
harsh, a jawine that was a little too square. The dress was tight around the
chest and there was nothing there but nmuscle. She wore a huge bl ack nedal lion
at her throat that |ooked as if it was made of animal fur. She needed a shave.

"I"'msorry," Tuck said. "I thought you were sonething--er, soneone else."

Then the nmedallion turned its head and | ooked at him Tuck let out an
i nvol untary scream and j unped back. The nedallion was wearing tiny rhinestone
sungl asses. It squeaked at Tucker. It was the biggest bat he had ever seen
hangi ng there upside down with its w ngs fol ded.

"That's a bat!"

"Fruit bat, baby. Don't be scared. This Roberto. He no like the light. He
i ke you, though." Roberto squeaked again. He had the face of a fox or perhaps
a small dog--a shaven Poneranian with wings. "I'mKim. Wat you nanme, baby?"
Kim extended his hand linply to shake or perhaps for a kiss.

Tuck took two fingers, keeping his eye on the bat. "Tucker Case. Nice to
meet you, Kim." He was horrified. Thirty seconds ago he'd been having | ustful
t hought s about a guy! A guy wearing a fruit bat!

"You | ook lIike you need a date. Kim |ove you good long tine, twenny
bucks. Whatever you need, Kim can do."

"No, thanks. | don't need a date. What | need is a boat."

"Kim can get boat. You like it in boat? Kim take you round the world in
a boat?" He giggled and patted Roberto's little upside-down head. "That funny,
huh?"

Tucker forced a smle. "No, | need a boat and someone who can pilot it
out to an island."

"You need a boat, Kim can get boat. Kim can pilot too."

"Thanks anyway, but | really..."

Roberto shrieked. Tuck junped back. Kim said, "Roberto say he want to go
on boat with you. How far is island?"

Tucker couldn't believe he was having this conversation. He hadn't really
deci ded he would go by boat. "It's called Alualu. It's about two hundred and
fifty mles north of here.”



"No problem" Kim said without hesitation. "My father was great
navi gator. He teach nme everything. | take you to island and maybe we have
party too. You have nobney?"

Tuck nodded.

"You wait over there in shade. W be right back." Kim turned and w ggl ed
away. Tucker tried not to watch himwal k. He was feeling sick to his stomach.
He wal ked to a grove of palmtrees that grew along the harbor and sat down to
wai t .

Kim piloted the eighteen-foot fiberglass skiff out of a shantytown built
over the water, across the harbor, to a dock in front of the narina
restaurant. Roberto had unfol ded his wings and was craw i ng spiderlike over
Kim's head and back, |ooking for a confortable spot to get out of the light.

Tucker wal ked to the dock and | ooked at the boat, then out past the
har bor, where waves were crashing on the reef, then back at the little boat.
He wasn't sure what he had expected, but he was sure this wasn't it. Sonething
bi gger, maybe a cabin cruiser, with twin diesels and a big wheel house with
some radar stuff spinning on the top--a nodest but well-stocked wet bar
per haps.

"I got you boat!" Kim said. "You give ne noney now, | go get gas and
| ook at map."

Tucker didn't budge. The engine was a forty-horse Yanmaha outboard. A
rubber tube ran fromthe notor to a gas tank that took up nearly all the space
between the two seats. Tuck guessed it would hold at |east a hundred gall ons
of fuel, maybe nore. "Are you sure this thing has the range to nake it out
t here?"

"No problem Gve ne noney for gas. Five hundred dollar."

"You're insane!"

"Gas very expensive here."

"You're insane and your bat's gl asses are crooked."

"I have to pay nman for boat. The rest is for pilot. You buy water,
flashlight, and two nmango, two papaya for Roberto, and two box Pop Tarts for
Kim. Strawberry."

Tucker felt he was being hustled. "For five hundred dollars you can get
your own mangoes and Pop Tarts."

"COkay, bye-bye," Kim said. "Say bye-bye to cheap sweaty Anerican
Roberto." Kim noved Roberto onto his shoulders and pulled the cord to start
t he engi ne.

Tuck imagi ned hinmsel f stuck on Yap for another two weeks. "No, wait!" He
uncl i pped the flap of his pack and dug i nside.

Kim killed the outboard, turned, and grinned. There was lipstick on his
teeth. "Money, please.”

Tuck handed down a stack of bills. He didn't like it, but he didn't have
a choice. Actually, not having a choice made it a little easier. "Are we going
to |l eave right away?"

"W go through reef before dark so we no snmash up and drown. After that
it better to go in dark. Go by stars.”

Smash up? "Shouldn't we call for weather?"

Kim | aughed. "You snell stornf? See stormin sky?"

Tuck | ooked around. Except for a few mushroom shaped cl ouds beyond the
reef, it was clear. He snelled only tropical flowers on the breeze and
somet hi ng skunky rising up fromhis arnmpits. "No."

"Meet me here in half hour." Kim started the notor and putted off across
the harbor toward a big tank with the Mbil [ogo stenciled on the side.

Tuck wal ked to the store and bought the supplies, then found the tel ecom
center a few doors down and sent a handwitten fax to the doctor on Alualu to
I et himknow that his new pilot was on the way.

He was waiting at the dock when Kim returned in the skiff, his wig tied
down with a red chiffon scarf. Roberto wore a smaller scarf with holes cut for



his ears. Strangely, the scarf, in conjunction with the sungl asses, made
Roberto look a little Iike Diana Ross They say there is a finite nunber of
faces in the world..

Tucker threw the heavy pack into the front of the boat, then clinbed in
and sat down in front of the enornmous gas tank. Kim threw the transm ssion
| ever on the notor, twisted the hand grip, and piloted the skiff out into the
harbor toward the reef.

Kim steered the boat out of the deep green of the harbor to the
turquoi se water of the channel. Tuck could see the reef, tan and red coral
just a few feet below the surface at the edge of the channel. He spotted small
fish darting around great heads of brain coral. They were nore |ike streaks of
color than animals, and as one di sappeared another appeared in the |Iine of
sight. A few long, slender trunpet fish, looking as if they had been forged
fromsilver, swam adjacent to the boat, then turned and cruised into the reef.

They passed the edge of the reef and into the open sea with only a slight
bunp into the first few swells. Kim cranked up the notor and the skiff lifted
and rode across the tops of the waves, bucking and dropping a gentle six
i nches, thunping out a drunbeat as counterpoint to the whining outboard.
Tucker relaxed and | eaned back as Kim skirted the reef, traveling toward the
setting sun until he cleared the island and could make the turn north to
Al ual u.

For the first time since the crash, Tucker felt good, felt as if he was
on his way to something better. He'd nmade a decision and acted on it and in
ei ghteen hours he would be ready to start his new job. He'd be a pilot again,
maki ng good noney, flying a great aircraft. And with some healing, he'd be a
man again too

A quarter mle fromYap, Kim nade a gradual turn that put the sun at
their left shoulders. Tuck watched the sun bubble into the ocean. Col ums of
vertical cunulus clouds turned to cones of pink cotton candy, then as the sun
becamre a red wafer on the horizon, they turned candy-apple red, with purple
rays reaching out of themlike searchlights. The water was neon over wet
asphal t, bl ood-spattered gunnetal --colors fromthe cover of a detective novel
where heroes drink hard and beauty is always treacherous.

Tucker searched the sky for cunulus clouds that |ooked |Iike they m ght
have aspirations to becone thunderheads. How in the hell were you supposed to
see weat her fromsea | evel ?

Just then a swell lifted the front of the boat and slammed it down. Tuck
felt his tailbone bark on the edge of the seat and was just bracing hinself
when anot her swell bucked himto the floor of the boat and a sudden gust of
wi nd soaked himwith spray.

16
And Now, The Wat her Report

The High Priestess sat on the | anai watching the sunset, taking sips from
a glass of chilled vodka between bites of a banana. The intercom beeped inside
t he house and she cocked an ear to the open w ndow.

"Beth, can you conme down to ny office? This is inmportant." The Sorcerer
was in a panic.

He's always in a panic, she thought. She put her vodka down on the banmboo
tabl e and tossed the banana out into the sand. She padded across the teak
deck, through the french doors to the intercom and |laid an el egant finger on
the tal k button.

"I'"'mon nmy way," she said.

She started toward the back door of the house--a two-room bungal ow
fashi oned from banboo, teak, and thatch--and caught sight of herself in the
full-length mrror. "Shit." She was naked, of course, and she'd have to cut
across the compound to get to the Sorcerer's office. Life had becone a | ot



nore conplicated since they had hired the guards.

She stormed into the bedroom and grabbed an oversized 49ers jersey with
the sl eeves cut off out of her closet, then stepped into some sandals and
headed out the back door. She wasn't really dressed, but it might keep the
Sorcerer off her back and the ninjas off her front.

The conpound consi sted of half a dozen buil dings spread over a three-acre
clearing covered with white coral gravel and concrete and surrounded by a
twel ve-foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire. At the front of the
conmpound was a pier and a small beach that led to the only channel through the
reef. At the back a new Learjet sat on a concrete pad, just inside the fence.
Qut side of the fence, the concrete runway bisected the island. Past the runway
lay the jungles, the taro patches, the villages, and the beaches of the Shark
Peopl e.

The office was a | ow concrete building with steel doors and a roof
covered in solar electric panels that shone red in the setting sunlight. She
nodded to the guard by the door, who didn't nove until she passed, then tried
to get a glinpse in the side of her jersey. She slamed the door behind her

"What's up? You al nost done with the satellite dish? My shows are com ng
on."

He turned froma conputer screen, a piece of fax paper crunpled in his
hand. "We've hired an idiot."

"Do you want to be specific or should | assune that one of the ninjas has
di stingui shed hinsel f above the others?"

"The pilot, Beth. He nmissed the Mcro Trader on Yap."

"Shit!"
"It's worse." He held out the fax to her. "It's fromhim He's chartered
a small boat. He says he'll be here tomorrow "

She | ooked over the fax, confused. "That's sooner than he was going to
get here. \Wat's the problenf"

"This." The Sorcerer pushed back in his chair and pointed to the conputer
screen. The inmage | ooked |like a blender full of green and bl ack paint.

"It looks like a blender full of green paint," she said. "Wat is it?"

"That, ny dear, is Marie."

"Sebastian, you've been out here too long. | know you like abstract art
and all..."

"It's a satellite picture of typhoon Marie. And she's a big one." He
pointed to a dot to one side of the screen. "That's Al ualu."

"So it's going to mss us."

"We' || catch the edge of it. W'll have to put the jet in the hangar, tie
everything down, but it shouldn't be too bad. The problemis that the eye will
pass right over where our pilot is going to be. | can't believe he went to sea
wi t hout checki ng the weat her."

She shrugged. "So we have to get a new pilot. Tucker Case, neet Marie."
She smled and her eyes shone |ike desolate stars. Too bad, she thought. The
pil ot woul d have been fun.

17
Foul - Weat her Fri end

Tuck was amazed by what the human body coul d achi eve when pressed to its
limts: [ift tractors, trek a hundred miles through the tundra after being
partially eviscerated by a Kodi ak bear, live for nmonths on grubs and water
sucked from soak holes, and in this particular case, vonit for two hours
straight after having ingested nothing but alcohol and airline peanuts for two
days. The stuff coming out of himwas pure bile, burning acrid and sour, and
with the bull rider pitching of the boat, half of it always ended up down the
front of him And between heaves there was no respite, just constant notion
and soaking spray. H's stonmach nuscles twisted into knots.



It started with the swells rising, first a few feet, then to ten. Kini
piloted the boat up the face of each as if clinmbing a hill; they were dashed
by the whitecap, then a sled ride down into a trough where they were faced
with the next black wall of water. Roberto clinbed down into Kim's dress and
clung there like a furry tunor. The navigator cried out each tine the spray
washed over himas Roberto's wing claws dug into his ribs.

"Tie down you pack. Tie you belt to the boat," Kinm shouted.

Tuck found a coil of nylon rope and a folding knife in his pack and tied
hi nsel f and the pack to the front seat. He noticed that the space under the
seat was filled with dense Styrof oam The boat was, theoretically, unsinkable.
Good, someone would find their beaten, shark-eaten bodies. He threw a length
of rope to Kim, who secured it around his own wai st.

The wind cane up as if soneone had spooled up a jet engine, going from
ten to sixty knots in an instant, dunping gallons of water into the boat with
each wave, drowning out the sound of the outboard.

Kim screaned an order to Tuck, but it was lost in the wind. Tuck caught
one word: "Bail!"

Ri di ng down the face of a wave, he took the time to | ook around the boat
for a container, but found only the gallon of drinking water. He took the
folding knife fromhis pocket and slashed the top off of the jug. He dunped
the fresh water, then, with his feet braced against the inside of the bow and
hi s spi ne against the seat, he began bailing between his |egs, taking a ful
gallon with each scoop, throwing it with the wind. He bailed as if in a "run
for your life" sprint and he was wi nded and aching after only a minute, but he
couldn't seemto get ahead of the storm The boat was riding lower in the
wat er .

He ventured a gl ance back to Kim and saw the navi gator had found a
cof fee can and was braced between the seat and the gas tank, bailing with one
hand while steering with the other. His scarf had fallen around his neck and
was trailing the blond wig behind himin the wind. The nmotor was cranked
full-out, and Kim was trying to keep the boat steered into the waves. If one
caught themfromthe side, they would roll and continue to roll until the
storm consuned them

Tuck slowed his pace and tried to fall into some kind of sustainable
rhythm 1t began to rain, the drops coming in alnost horizontal, and as they
topped the next wave Tuck realized chat half of the sky had di sappeared. They
were only at the edge of the storm The navigator was screamng at him The
sea, the sky, the boat faded to bl ack. One second he was squinting saltwater
out of his eyes and staring at an obsidian wall ahead of the bow, then
everything went black. Total sensory overload, total sensory deprivation. He
| ooked around for the stars, the noon, a highlight or shadow somewhere, but
t here was not hing but wind and wet and cold and ache. He shivered and nearly
curled into the fetal position in the bowto wait for death. The navigator's
scream ng gave hima bearing.

"W need light!"

Tuck braced hinself, then dug into the saturated pack until he cane out
with two waterproof flashlights. Bless you, Jake Skye.

He hit the seal ed switches.

Li ght. Enough to see that Kim was steering themparallel to an om nous
wal | of water. They woul d be swanped. The navi gator slammed the outboard to
one side and gunned it. The little boat whipped around just in time to neet
t he oncom ng wave, ride up and over it. Tucker clung to the boat |ike a
newborn nonkey to its nother

Tuck lashed the lights to the anchor pulley at the bow, one pointed
forward, one into the boat, then he resumed bailing.

A nmonster wave rose up thirty feet and sl ammed down over them Wen Tuck
blinked the salt out of his eyes, he saw that the boat was all but a foot ful
of water. Another wave |ike that would swanp the notor. Wthout the notor to
steer, they were lost. Bailing wasn't enough



We're going to die, he thought.

Then the noi se of the stormwas gone.

"No, you're not," cane the voice, "you fuckin' nook." The roar of the
wi nd and the screans of the navigator were gone. There was only the voice.
"There's a tarpaulin in your pack. Lash it over the boat so you don't take on
any nore water. Then nove to the stern and bail."

Now there was a picture in Tuck's mnd of what he was to do. There were
eyelets on the outside of the gunwal es to accommpdate the |ine around the
edges of the tarp. He needed only to hook the line around the boat and tie it
of f back by Kim, leaving just enough of the boat open for the navigator to
steer and himto bail water

"You got it, ace?"

Tuck could see it and he knew he could do it. "Thanks," he said. Forget
guesti oni ng where the voice was coning from He nodded. The stormroared back
over him

Five mnutes |ater the boat was covered and began to rise in the water as
Tuck sat next to the navigator and bail ed.

"You steer!" Kim screaned.

Tucker took the tiller as the navigator let go and tried to rub his hand
out of a cranped cl aw.

Tuck took the boat up the face of a nonster wave and the skiff went
airborne. Wth no resistance on the propeller, the motor shrieked and Tuck
dunped the throttle to keep it from bl owi ng up. The bow tilted skyward and
Kim grabbed the gunwale just in tine to avoid being dunped off the stern
They | anded hard and the notor nearly went under. The nmotor sputtered. Tuck
worked the throttle to bang it back to life.

They were already going up the face of another wave, steeper than the
last. If the wind caught themat the top, they would flip. Tuck suddenly
renenbered a surfing nove fromhis youth. The cutback. There was no way they
could continue into the wind and into the waves. Halfway up the face of the
wave, he twisted the throttle and threw the nmotor sideways. It coughed as if
expelling a hairball, then roared, sending them across the face of the wave

"What you doi ng?" Kim shouted.

Tuck didn't answer. He was | ooking for the pocket, the place where the
face of the wave would stay the same. If only the notor could naintain speed.

The wave was creeping up on them | oom ng above their backs, but then
they were high enough for the wind to catch them Just enough boost. Just
enough speed. The boat flattened out on the face of the wave. They were
surfing, a thirty-foot wall of water waiting to crush them from behind shoul d
Tuck | ose the pocket.

Strangely, Tuck felt elated. It was a small victory, naybe even a
tenmporary one, but they were running with the stormand he was in control of
something for the first time since the plane crash. He watched the angle of
the boat on the face of the wave, gauged its speed, its steepness, and nade
the adjustments that would keep them alive. The bl ack water seened to eat up
the flashlight beanms, but he could see the wave becom ng steeper and rising
higher as it clinbed the ocean shelf toward the hungry reef.

18
Land Ho

The island was little nore than a coral cupcake with a guano frosting.
Not a hundred yards wide at its wi dest point and only five feet above sea
level at its highest, it served as a resting place for seabirds, a nesting
pl ace for turtles, and purchase for forty-eight coconut pal ns. The foliage and
coconuts had all been torn fromthe palns, and the stormdriven waves breaking
on the surrounding reef frothed over the island, beating against the trunks
and washi ng away the precious topsoil. Heavy as they were, sone of the pal ns



wer e being underm ned by the sea and woul d soon wash away.

O the three travelers, only Roberto knew the island was there. As a
young bat, he had stopped there to rest after |eaving Guam his birthplace, on
his way to sonepl ace where the mangoes were sweet and the natives did not
consider fruit bat a delicacy. But right now he was too busy hiding inside
Kim's dress, screeching and claw ng and generally trying to keep warm to
mention to the navigator that the reason they were suddenly riding the face of
an increasingly steep fifty-foot wave was because they were about to crash
over a reef.

By the time Tucker Case realized what was happening, they were inside an
i mense tube of water, surfing inside of the curl of the wave. The flashlights
refracted off the green water, illumnating the tube, making it appear as if
they were inside a giant seething Coke bottle. Tuck tried to keep the boat
pointed toward the narrow circle of blackness where the bottle cap woul d go,
where they would have to go to escape. He'd seen filnms of surfers shooting the
curl on the North Shore of Hawaii. It could be done. He clung to that vision
even as the wave passed over the reef and col |l apsed upon them

The boat rolled once, twice, three tines, then tossed end over end and
spun just under the surface as the wave frothed over the island. Kim and Tuck
wer e wound agai nst the boat by their lifelines, beaten against the trunks of
the pal ms, tossed and battered agai nst the boat. For Tucker there was no up
no down, no way to know when he nmight take a breath of life-giving air or suck
seawater and die. He held his breath until he felt as if he would expl ode,
then was sl anmed between the boat and a tree and he |let go.

Roberto's wing claws cut deep furrows into Kim's ribs as he scranbl ed
for air. The navigator had taken a gl ancing bl ow across the forehead as the
boat rolled over himand was knocked unconsci ous.

Tuck felt hinmself pulled away fromthe boat, spun for a nmoment, then the
pressure of the lifeline around his waist. He could see the lights attached to
the boat, still shining, the only visual input in the sensory chaos. The boat
had caught on sonmething and he was trailing out behind it. Sonething bunped
against his ribs and he reached for it instinctively, catching a handful of
Kim's dress. Roberto was clinging to Kim's head, growing into the w nd.

They had passed through the island and cone out on the other side. The
boat had caught on the last palmtree before they were swept out to sea again.

Tuck caught his lifeline with one hand, then wapped his other arm around
Kim's chest. Slowy, working against the streamng current, nore like a river
now chat the waves had been broken by the reef and the island, he pulled chem
back to the boat.

The boat was afl oat, but barely, held up by the Styrofoam underseats and
the air trapped in the gas tank. Only an inch or two of gunwal e showed above
the water. Tuck crawl ed in, took one deep breath, then dragged the lifeless
navi gator in after him Roberto scranbled on Kim's head to escape the sea and
was al nost taken by the wi nd. Tucker caught the giant bat by the throat and
lifted himfromKim's head to his own back, wi ncing as Roberto's claws
penetrated his shirt. Then he hung the navi gator over the side and began
punpi ng the water out of his |ungs.

After a few seconds, he flipped him again and adm ni stered nout h-to-nout h
until Kim coughed and vonmited up a stream of seawater. Tuck held his head.

"You okay?"

Kim nodded as he sucked in painful lungfuls of air. Once he had his
breath, he said, "Roberto?"

Tuck pointed to the little dog face that was | ooking over his shoul der

Kim nanaged a snile. "Roberto! Cone." He took the bat from Tuck's back
and held himto his chest.

They were safe, relatively; sheltered by the island fromthe nonster
swell's, they had only the wind and the rain to deal with. The tarpaulin was
gone. The boat was full of water, but it was afloat. Mracul ously, the
flashlights were still attached. Tucker could see the tree that had caught
them He fell back into the bow, hooking his arnpits over the gunwal es, then



slipped into a state of exhausted unconsci ousness that could al nbost be called
sl eep.

19
Wat er, Water

At first light the coconut palmthat had saved themfinally gave up and
ti pped over, releasing the boat to the sea. The outgoing tide carried the
skiff end its sl eeping passengers through a break in the reef to the open
ocean.

Tuck, sitting chest deep in seawater in the bow, was dream ng of being
lost in the desert when a flying fish smacked himin the side of the head.
Startled, he reached up instinctively, as one might slap at a biting nosquito,
and caught the fish in his right hand. He opened his eyes. In his mnd he was
still in the desert, dying of thirst, and the fact that he was now hol di ng on
to something that | ooked like a trout with wings seened a cruel surreali st
j oke. He | ooked around, saw the boat, Kim slunped in the back, ocean and sky,
and nothing el se--there was no |land in sight.

He threw the fish at Kim. It bounced off the navigator's forehead and
into the sea. Kinm screaned and sat up abruptly. Roberto--sungl asses
aki mbo- - poked his head out the neck of Kim's dress and screeched at Tucker

"What you do that for?" Kim said

"Ni ce piece of navigation," Tuck said. Then he nocked Kini's broken
English. "You snell stornf? You see stormin sky?"

"Ch, you big-tine pilot. Wiy you not check weat her? What kind of dunb
fuck Anerican try to go two hundred niles in outboard, huh?"

"You told me it was no problem"”

"You paying Kim big noney. Not a problem"”

"Well, it's a fucking problemnow, isn't it?"

Kim stroked Roberto's head to calmhim "Stop yelling. You scare
Roberto. "

"l don't care about Roberto. We're half-sunk in the mddle of the Pacific
and we don't have a nmotor. |'d say we have a problem"”

Kim stopped ministering to Roberto and | ooked up. "No notor?" He funed
and | ooked back at the enpty motor board. There were marks where the clanps
had raked across it as the motor pulled off in the tunble. He funmed back to
Tuck and grinned sheepi shly. "Whoops."

"W're dead," Tuck said.

Kim | ooked back again where the notor should have been, just to make

sure that it was still gone. "I ask chat man, 'Is nmbtor on good?' He say, 'Ch
yes, is clanp on very tight.' | pay himgood noney and he lie. Ch, Kim is
very mad."

Roberto barked in agreemnent.

"Stop it!" Tucker shouted. Roberto ducked into Kim's dress again. "W've
got to get some of this water out of here. W have no notor. W can't go
anywhere. W're adrift, lost..."

"Alive," Kim interrupted. "I get you out of typhoon alive and you just
yell and say bad things. | quit. You get new navigator. Roberto say you mean,
nasty, Chevy-driving, mlk-drinking, American dog fucker."

"l don't drink mlk," Tuck said. Hal Wn chat round.

"That what he say."

"Roberto does not talk!"

"Not to you, dog fucker. You no..." Kim paused in md-rant and retrieved
the cof fee can, which had been tied to the boat with a string, and started
furiously scooping water out of the boat. "You right. Now we bail."

"What ?" Tuck | ooked up to see Kim was |ooking, w de-eyed, out to sea.
Tuck followed his gaze to a spot twenty yards in front of the boat where a
triangular fin was describing slow arcs in the swells.



"Hurry," Kim shouted. "He comng in."

Tucker reached for his pack, causing the bowto dip under the water by a
foot. Before he could adjust his weight to counterbal ance the boat, the shark
cane over the gunwal e, snapping its jaws |like a man-eating puppet.

Tuck stood up to escape the jaws and the bow | urched deeper underwater.
The shark slid into the boat as Tuck went backward over the side.

Fear bolted through his body as if the water had been electrified. He
wanted to nmove in all directions at once. He kicked hard and came up a few
feet fromthe boat to see the shark slide back into the water

"CGet in boat!" Kim screamed. He was standing with his feet wide, trying
to keep the boat from capsizing.

Tuck kicked so hard that he raised out of the water to the waist, then he
fell toward the boat, catching the gunwale with one hand. Kim shifted his
wei ght to counterbal ance and Tuck pulled hinself in just as sonething hit his
foot. He jerked his foot so hard he nearly went out of the boat on the
opposite side, then he twisted in tine to see the shark sliding down into the
water with his shoe in its nouth.

"Behind you!" Kim screaned.

Anot her shark rose up at Tuck's back. He swung around and punched it on
the snout as hard as he could, taking the skin off of his knuckles on the
shark' s sandpaper skin. The shark slid away.

The notion in the bow caused the stern to di p underwater and the next
attack came at Kim. He tossed Roberto into the air as the shark canme into the
boat. Roberto spread his wings and soared into the sky. Kim reached down and
cane up with the rubber fuel line.

Tucker | ooked for anything they could use as a weapon, then renenbered
the folding knife he had put in his pocket the night before. It was stil
there.

Kim was slapping the shark with the rubber hose and backing his way up
onto the huge gas tank that made up the mdsection of the boat. Tuck opened
the knife, then lunged forward at the navigator. "Kim!"

Kimi reached back and Tuck fit the handle of the knife into his hand. The
shark had worked hal f of its nine-foot body into the boat. Its tail thrashed
at the water to power the shark up onto the gas tank. Kim scranbled backward.
Roberto swooped and screeched in the air above.

Kim's right foot found purchase on the screw cap of the gas tank and he
sat up. Tuck thought he was going to strike the shark with the knife, but
i nstead he cut the gas line and squirted a stream of gas into the shark's
gapi ng nouth. The shark thrashed and slid off the side of the boat.

Kim brandi shed the knife in the air. "Yeah, fuckface, you run away. That
not taste so sweet as Kini, huh?" He fell back onto the gas tank and took a
deep breath. "W show that shark who the boss."

Tuck said, "Kim, there's nmore." He pointed to a set of fins approaching
fromthe stem

20
Leadership's a Bitch

The storm had been easy on the Shark People. Alittle thatch lost froma
roof here and there, a cookhouse bl own over, sonme breadfruit and coconuts
stripped fromthe trees, but not enough to cause hardship. Some seawater had
washed into the taro patch, but only time would tell if it was enough to kil
the crop. The Shark People went slowy about the business of cleaning up, the
worren doi ng nost of the work while the nmen sat in the shade of the nen's
house, drinking al coholic tuba and pretending to discuss inportant religious
matters. Mainly they were there to pass the heat of the day and get good and
drunk before dinner.

Mal i nk, the high chief of the Shark People, was late rising. He awoke



shivering and afraid, trying to figure out howto interpret a strange dream
He rolled off of his grass sleeping mat, then rose creakily and anbl ed out of
the hut to relieve hinself at the base of a giant breadfruit tree.

He was a short, powerfully built man of sixty. Hi s hair was bushy and
gone conpletely white. H's skin, once a light butterscotch, had been burned
over the years to the dark brown of a fam shed penny. Like nost of the Shark
men, he wore only a cotton loincloth and a weath of fresh flowers in his hair
(left there by one of his four daughters while he slept). The image of a shark
was tattooed on his left pectoral nuscle, a B-26 bonber on the other

He went back into the hut and pulled a steel ammo box out of the rafters.
Inside lay a nylon web belt with a holster that held a portable phone, his
badge of |eadership, his direct line to the Sorcerer. The only tinme he had
ever used it was when one of his daughters had cone down with a fever during
the night. He had pushed the button and the Sorcerer had come to the village
and given her nmedicine. He was afraid to use the phone now, but the dream had
told himthat he nust deliver a message.

Mal i nk woul d have |liked to go down to the nmen's house and discuss his
decision for a few hours with the others, but he knew that he couldn't. He had
to deliver the dream nessage. Vincent had said so, and Vincent knew
ever yt hi ng.

As he pushed the button, he wi shed he had never been born a chief.

The High Priestess was al so sleeping late, as she always did. The
Sorcerer jostled her and she pulled the sheets over her head.

"What ?"

"I just got a call from Malink. He says he's had a nmessage from Vincent."

The High Priestess was awake now. Wde awake. She sat upright in bed and
the Sorcerer's eyes fell imrediately to her naked breasts. "Wat do you nean
he's had a message from Vincent? | didn't give himany nessage."

The Sorcerer finally | ooked up at her face. "He was terrified. He said
that Vincent came to himin a dreamand told him-get this--to tell ne that
"the pilot was alive and on his way, and to wait for him"' "

She rubbed the sl eep out of her eyes and shook her head. "I don't get it.
How di d he know about a pilot com ng? Did you say sonethi ng?"
"No, did you?"

"Are you kidding? I'mnot stupid, Sebastian, despite what you mi ght
t hi nk."

"Well, how did he find out? The guards don't know anything. | haven't
sai d anything."

"Maybe it's a coincidence," she said. "Maybe he was just having bad
dreans fromthe storm Vincent is all he thinks about. It's all any of them
t hi nk about . "

The Sorcerer stood and backed away fromthe bed, eyeing her suspiciously.
"Coi nci dence or not, | don't like it. | think you need to have an audi ence
with the Shark People and give thema direct message from Vincent. This whole
operation depends on us being the voice of Vincent. W can't let themthink
that they can reach himdirectly." He fumed and started out of the room

"Sebastian," she said and the Sorcerer paused and | ooked over his
shoul der at her. "Wat about the pilot? What if Malink is right about the
pil ot being on his way?"

"Don't be stupid, Beth. The only way to control the faithful is to not
becone one of them" He funmed to | eave and was struck in the back of the head
by a high-velocity whiskey tunbler. He funmed as he dropped to the floor
graspi ng his head.

The High Priestess was standing by the bed wearing nothing but a fine
gol den chain at her hips and an animal scowl. "You ever call me stupid again
and I'Il rip your fucking nuts off."
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How t he Navi gator Got from There to Here

Wat ching the sharks circle the boat, Tuck felt as if he was being sucked
down the vortex of a huge bat hroom drai n.

"W need a better weapon," Tuck said. He remenbered a novie once where
Spencer Tracy had battled sharks froma small boat with a knife lashed to an
oar. "Don't we have any oars?"

Kim |ooked insulted. "What wong with nme?"

"Not whores. Qars!" Tucker pantom ned row ng. "For row ng."

"How | know what you tal ki ng about? Ml col ne al ways say oars. ' Bl oody
oars,' he say. No, we don't have oars."

"Bail," Tuck said.

The navi gat or began scooping water with the coffee can as Tuck did his
best to bail with his hands.

A half hour later the boat was only partially full of water and the
sharks had noved on to easier neals. Tucker fell back onto the bow to catch
his breath. The sun was still lowin the norning sky, but already it burned
his skin. The parts of his body not soaked with seawater were soaked with
sweat. He dug into the pack and pulled out the liter bottle of water he had
bought the day before. It was half-full and it was all they had.

Tuck eyed the navigator, who was bailing intently. He'd never know if
Tuck drank all of the water right now. He unscrewed the cap and took a small
sip. Nectar of the gods. Keeping his eye on Kim, he a took a large gulp. He
could al most feel his water-starved cells rejoicing at the relief.

As he bailed, Kim sang softly in Spanish to Roberto, who clung to his
back. Wenever he tried to hit a high note, his voice cracked |like crunpled
parchnent. Salt was crusted at the coners of his nouth.

"Kim, you want a drink?" Tucker crawl ed onto the gas tank and held the
bottle out to the navigator

Kim took the bottle. "Thank you," he said. He wi ped the nmouth of the
bottle on his dress and took a deep drink, then poured some water into his
pal mand held it while Roberto | apped it up. He handed the bottle back to
Tucker.

"You drink the rest. You bigger."

Tucker nodded and drained the bottle. "Who's Ml col ne?"

“Mal col ne buy me fromny nother. He from Sydney. He a pinp."

"He bought you?"

"Yes. My nother very poor in Manila. She can't feed me, so she sell me to
Mal col me when | amtwel ve."

"What about your father?"

"He not with us. He a navigator on Satawan. He neet nmy nother in Manila
when he is working on a tuna boat. He marry her and take her to Satawan. She
stay for ten years, but she not like it. She say wonmen like dirt to
M cronesi ans. So she take me and go back to Manila when | am nine. Then she
sell me to Malcolne. He dress ne up and | make big noney for him But he nmean
to ne. He say | have to get rid Roberto, so | run away to find ny father to
finish teach me to be a navigator. They hear of himon Yap. They say he | ost
at sea five year ago."

"And he was the one that taught you to navigate?" Tucker knew it was a
snotty question, but he had no idea what to say to someone whose not her had
sold himto a pinp.

Kim didn't catch the sarcasm "He teach nme sone. It take long tinme to be
navi gator. Sonetime twenty, thirty year. You want ream | teach you."

Tucker renenbered how difficult it had been to | earn Western navigation
for his pilot's license. And that was using sophisticated charts and
instruments. He could imagine that ream ng to navigate by the stars--by
menory, w thout charts--would take years. He said, "No, that's okay. It's
different for airplanes. W have machi nes to navigate now "

They bailed until the sun was high in the sky. Tuck could feel his skin
baki ng. He found some sunscreen in the pack and shared it with Kim, but it



was no relief fromthe heat.

"W need sonme shade."” The tarp was gone. He rifled the pack, |ooking for
somet hing they could use for shade, but for once Jake Skye's bag of socks
failed them

By noon Tuck was cursing hinmself for pouring out the gallon of fresh
water during the storm Kim sat in the bottomof the boat, stroking Roberto's
head and munbling softly to the panting bat.

Tuck tried to pass the tine by cleaning his cuts and applying the
antibiotic ointnent fromJake's first-aid kit. By turning his back and
crouching, he was able to create enough privacy to check on his danaged penis.
He could see infection around the sutures. He inmagi ned gangrene, anputation
and consequently suicide. Then, |ooking on the bright side, he realized that
he woul d die of thirst long before the infection had gone that far
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Fi ghti ng Spam

The octopus jetted across the bottom over a giant head of brain coral
and tucked itself into a tiny crevice in the reef. Sarapul could see the light
purple skin pulsing in the crevice three fathonms down. He took a deep breath
and dove, his spear in hand.

The octopus, sensing danger, changed color to the rust brown of the cora
around it and adjusted its shape to fit the crannies of its hiding place.
Sarapul caught the edge of the crevice with his left hand and thrust in his
spear with his right. The spear barely pierced one of the octopus's tentacles
and it turned bright red in a chromatic scream then released its ink. The ink
expanded into a snmoky cloud in the water. Sarapul dropped his spear to wave
the ink away before maki ng another thrust. But his air was gone. He left his
spear in the crevice and shot to the surface. The octopus sensed the opening
and jetted out of the crevice to a new hiding place before Sarapul knew it was
gone.

Sarapul broke the surface cursing. Only three fathomnms, eighteen feet, and
he couldn't stay down | ong enough to tease an octopus out of its hole. As a
young man, he could dive to twelve fathons and stay down | onger than any of
the Shark Men. He was glad that no one had been there to see him an old man
who coul d barely feed hinsel f.

He pulled off his mask and spit into it, then rinsed it with seawater. He
| ooked out to sea, checking for any sign of the sharks that lived in abundance
off the reef. There was a boat out there, perhaps half a mle off the reef,
drifting. He put on his mask and | ooked down to get a bearing on his spear so
he could retrieve it later. Then he swama slow crawl toward the drifting
boat .

He was wi nded when he reached the boat and he hung on the side for a few
m nutes, bobbing in the swell, while he caught his breath. He nmade his way
around to the bow and pulled hinself up and in. A huge black bat flew up into
his face and wi nged off toward the island. Sarapul cursed and said sone nagic
words to protect hinself, then took a deep breath and exam ned the bodies.

A man and a wonman--and not | ong dead. There was no snell and no swelling

of the bellies. The neat would still be fresh. It had been too |ong since he'd
tasted the long pig. He pinched the man's leg to test the fat. The man npaned.
He was still alive. Even better, Sarapul thought. | can eat the dead one and

keep the other one fresh

PART TWO

I sl and of the Shark People
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Deus Ex Machi na

The Sky Priestess first appeared in 1944 on the nose of a B-26 bonber.
Conjured out of cans of enanmel by a young avi ator named Jack Mses, she |ay
cool and naked across the alum numskin, a red punp dangling froma dainty
toe, a smle chat promnmi sed pleasure that no nortal woman could offer. As soon
as Moses laid the final brushstroke on her bl ack-seaned stocking, he knew
there was sonet hi ng special about this one, sonething electric and alive that
woul d break his heart when they flew her off to the Pacific. He caught a kiss
in his palmand placed it gently on her bottom then backed down the | adder to
survey his work.

He stood on the tarmac for perhaps half an hour, just |ooking at her
charned, wi shing that he could take her home, or to a museum or lift her off
the skin of the bomber and put her on the ceiling of a cathedral

Jack Mbses didn't notice the mpjor standing at his side until the ol der
man spoke.

"She' s sonet hing, "’
renmoved his hat.

"Ain't she," Mdses said. "She's off to Tinian tomorrow. Wsh | was going
with her."”

The maj or reached out and squeezed Mbses's shoulder; he was a little
short of breath and the Sky Priestess had set off a stag filmin his head.
"Put sone clothes on her, son. W can't have muffin showing up on a newsreel."

the maj or said. And al though he wasn't sure why, he

"Yes, sir. | don't have to put a top on her, do I?"

The major smiled. "Son, you put a top on her, |I'Il have you
court-marshal ed. "

"Yes, sir."

Moses sal uted the maj or and scanpered back up the | adder with his brushes
and his red enanel and painted a serpentine scarf between her |egs.

A week later, as a young pilot named Vincent Bennidetti was |eading his
crew across the runway to take the Sky Priestess on her first mission, he
turned to his navigator and said, "I'd give a year's pay to be that scarf."

A half century away, Beth Curtis pinned a big red bow into her hair,
then, one at a tine, worked sheer bl ackseanmed st ocki ngs up her |egs. She stood
in front of the mirror and tied the red scarf around her waist, letting the
ends trail |long between her |egs. She stepped into the red punps, did a quick
turnaround in the mrror, and energed from her bungalow to the sound of the
Shark People's druns wel com ng her, the Sky Priestess.

Vi ncent Bennidetti and his crew flew the Sky Priestess on twelve nissions
and sank six Japanese ships before a fusillade froma Japanese destroyer
punctured her wi ng tanks and took out her right engine. But even as they were
i nping back toward Tinian, trailing snmoke and fuel, the crew of the Sky
Pri estess knew she watched over them They were, after all, charmed. For the
price of a blown kiss or a pat on the bottom the Sky Priestess had ushered
theminto battle |ike a vicious guardi an angel, shielding themeven as the
ot her bombers in their squadron flamed into the sea around them She had shown
them where to drop their bonmbs, then |l ed themthrough the snmoke and the flak
back to Val halla. Home. Safe.

The copilot chattered over the intercomto the navigator, airspeed, fue
consunpti on, and now descent rate. If they |ost any nore airspeed, the B-26
woul d stall, so Captain Vinnie was bringing her down into sweet, thick |ower
air at the rate of a hundred feet per minute. But the |lower they flew the



faster the fuel would burn

"I"'mgoing to level her off at two thousand," Captain Vinnie said.

The navi gator did sone quick cal cul ati ons and canme back with: "At two
t housand we' Il be short of base by three hundred mles, Captain. | reconmend
we |level at three thousand for a safer bailout."

"Ch ye of little fucking faith,” Vincent said. "Check your charts for
sonmewhere we can ditch her."

The navi gat or checked their position on the charts. There was a flyspeck
atoll named Al ualu about forty nautical mles to the south. And it showed that
it was now in American hands. He relayed the information to the captain.

"The chart shows an unconpleted airstrip. W nust have chased the Japs
out before they finished it."

"Gve nme a course.”

"Sir, there mght not be anything there."

"Ya fuckin' nook, |ook out the wi ndow. You see anything but water?"

The navi gat or gave himthe course.

Vincent patted the throttles and said, "Conme on, sweetheart. You get us
there safe and 1'll build you a shrine.”

Sarapul was headi ng for the beach and the nen's drinking circle when he
heard the druns wel coning the Sky Priestess. That white bitch was stealing his
fire again. He'd been thinking all afternoon about what he would say at the
drinking circle: how the Shark People needed to return to the old ways and how
he had just the ritual to get everyone started. Nothing like a little
canni balismto get people thinking right. But now that was all ruined.
Everyone woul d be out on the airstrip, drummi ng and chanting and marchi ng
around |ike a bunch of idiots, and when the Sky Priestess finally left and the
men finally did show up at the drinking circle, all they would tal k about was
t he wonderful words of Vincent. Sarapul wouldn't be able to get a word in
edgewi se. He took the path that |ed away fromthe village and nmade his way
toward the runway. After all, the Sky Priestess m ght pass out sone good cargo
and he didn't want to nmiss out on his share.

Sarapul had been permanently bani shed fromthe village of the Shark
Peopl e ever since one of the chief's grandchildren had mysteriously
di sappeared and was later found in the jungle with Sarapul, who was building a
chil d-sized earthen oven (an oon) and gathering various fragrant fire woods.
Ch, the men tolerated himat the nightly drinking circle, and he was all owed
to share in the village's take of shark nmeat, and the nenbers of his clan saw
to it that he got part of the wonderful cargo passed out by the Sorcerer and
the Sky Priestess, but he was forbidden to enter the village when wonen and
children were present. He lived alone in his little hut on the far side of the
i sl and and was regarded by the Shark People as little nmore than a nonster to
frighten children into behaving: "You stay inside the reef or old Sarapul wll
catch you and eat you." Actually, scaring children was the only real joy
Sarapul had left in life.

As he enmerged fromthe jungle, the old cannibal saw the torches where the
Shark People waited in a semicircle around a raised platform He stopped in a
grove of betel nut palnms, sat on the ground, and watched. He heard a click
fromthe PA speakers nounted on the gate across the runway and the Shark
Peopl e stopped drummi ng. Two of the Japanese guards appeared out of the
conmpound and Sarapul felt the hair rise on his neck as they rolled back the
gate and fifty years of residual hatred rose in his throat like acid. The
Japanese had killed his wife and children, and if there was any single reason
to return to the old ways of the warrior, it was to take revenge on the
guards.

Musi ¢ bl ared out of the PA speakers: denn Mller's "String of Pearls."
The Shark People turned toward the gate and dropped to their knees. Pillars of
red snoke rose fromeither side of the gate and wafted across the runway |ike
sul furous serpents. The distant whine of airplane propellers replaced the big



band sound fromthe PA and grew into a roar that ended with a flash and
expl osion that sent a rmushroom cl oud of snoke a hundred feet into the night
sky.

And hal f-naked, the Sky Priestess wal ked out of the snoke into the
nmoonl i ght .

Chief Malink turned to his friend Favo and said, "Excellent boom"

"Very excell ent boom " Favo said.

"There it is," the copilot said.

The B-26 was sputtering on her |ast few drops of fuel. Vincent nosed her
over and started his descent. "There's a strip cut right across the center of
the island. Let's hope we didn't bonb the shit out of it when the Japs had
it."

Hi s |ast few words seemed unusually | oud as the engine cut out.

"No go-around, boys. We're going dowmn. Rig for a rough one and be ready
for extrene danpness if we conme in short."

Vi ncent could see patches of dirt on the airstrip, as well as fingers of
vines and undergrowm h fromthe jungle trying to reclaimthe clearing.

"You going in gear up?" the copil ot asked, thinking that they m ght have
a better chance of survival going over a bonb crater if they skidded in on the
pl ane's belly.

"Cear down," Bennidetti said, making it a command. "W m ght be able to
| and her gear up, but she'd never take off again."

"Cear down and | ocked," the copilot said.

They glided in about ten feet over the reef. A dozen Shark men who were
standi ng on the reef dove underwater as the airplane passed over them as
silent and onminous as a manta ray. Bennidetti flared the B-26 to drop the rear
gear first and they bounced over a patch of ferns and began the rocket slide
down the coral gravel airstrip. Wthout the engines to reverse thrust, Vincent
had only the wheel brakes to stop the bonber. He applied them gingerly at
first, then, realizing that the runway was obscured by vines that m ght be
covering a bomb crater, laid into them causing the wheels to plow furrows
into the gravel and filling the still air with a thick white cloud of dust.

"We still burning?" Vincent asked the copilot over the runble.

The copil ot | ooked out the window "Can't see anything but a little black
snmoke. "

The bonber rolled to a stop and a cheer went up fromthe crew

"Everybody out. Now," Vincent ordered. "W still mght have fire."

They stunbl ed over each other to get out of the plane into the dust
cloud. Bennidetti led themaway at a run. They were a hundred yards fromthe
pl ane before anyone | ooked back

"She | ooks okay, Captain. No fire."

That set off a round of cheering and backsl appi ng and when they turned
around again they saw a group of native children approaching themfromthe
jungle led by a proud ten-year-old boy carrying a spear

"Let me handle this,” Vincent told the crew as he dug into his flight
suit pocket for a Hershey bar

"Hey, squirts, how you doi ng?"

The boy with the spear stood his ground, keeping his eye trained on the
downed bonber while the other children lost their nerve and backed away |ike
scol ded puppi es.

"We're Americans," Vincent said. "Friendly. W are bringing you many good
things." He held the chocol ate bar out to the spear boy, who didn't nove or
take his eyes off of the airplane.

Vincent tried again. "Here, kid. This stuff tastes good. Chocolate. " He
smacked his lips and mined eating the candy bar. "You savvy American, Kkid?"

"No," the boy said. "I no speak American. | speak English."

Vi ncent | aughed. "Well, I'mfrom New York, kid. W don't speak much
English there. Go tell your chief that Captain Vincent is here with presents



for himfroma faraway and nost magi cal place."

"Who she?" the kid asked, pointing to the inmage of the Sky Priestess.
"She your queen?"

"She works for ne, kid. That's the Sky Priestess. She's bringing presents
for your chief."

"You are chief?"

Vi ncent knew he had to be careful here. He'd heard of island chiefs
refusing to deal with anyone but Roosevelt because he was the only American
equal to their status.

“I'"'m higher than chief,” Vincent said. "I'm Captain Vinnie Fuckin'

Benni detti, Bad-ass of Brooklyn, Hi gh Enperor of the Allied Forces, Pilot of
the Magic Sky Priestess, Swinging Dick of the Free Fuckin' Wrld, and
Protector of the Innocent. Now take me to your chief, squirt, before |I have
the Sky Priestess burn you to fucking ashes.”

"Christ, Cap'n!" the bonbardier said.

Vi ncent shot hima grin over his shoul der.

The kid bowed his head. "Christ, Cap'n. | am Malink, chief of the Shark
Peopl e. "

The Sky Priestess cane out of the snoke and took her place in the middle
of the semicircle of Shark People. Wnen kept their eyes to the ground even as
t hey pushed their children forward, hoping that they would be the next to be
chosen. The Sky Priestess threw the tails of her scarf over her shoul der and
the nmusic fromthe PA system stopped abruptly. The Shark People fell to their
knees and waited for her words, the words of Vincent. It had been nonths since
anyone had been chosen

Mal i nk rose and approached the Sky Priestess with a coconut shell cup of
t he special tuba they had made for her. He was as stunned by her now as when
he had first seen her painted on the side of Vincent's plane.

She drained the cup and handed it back to the chief, who bowed over it.

"Still tastes like shit," she said.

"Tastes like shit!" the Shark Peopl e chant ed.

Beth Curtis turned her head to suppress a snile and a bel ch. \Wen she
turned back to Malink, her eyes were fury.

"Who speaks for Vincent?"

"The Priestess of the Sky," Malink answered.

"Who brings the words and cargo from Vi ncent ?"

"The Priestess of the Sky," Malink repeated.

"And who takes the chosen to Vincent?"

"The Priestess of the Sky," Mlink said again, backing away a step. He'd
never seen her so angry.

"And who el se, Malink?"

"No one else.”

"Damm straight no one else!" She spat so violently she nearly di sengaged
the bow fromher hair. "You told the Sorcerer that Vincent came to you in a
dream This is not true."

The Shark Peopl e gasped. Despite what the Sky Priestess and the Sorcerer
t hought, Malink had told none of his people about the dream But Malink was
confused. He had dreanmed of Vincent. "Vincent said that the pilot is comng
That he is still alive."

"Vincent speaks only through ne."

"But --"

"No coffee or sugar for a nonth," the Sky Priestess said. She pulled her
scarf from her shoul ders and the nusic began again. The Shark Peopl e wat ched
as she wal ked away. There was an expl osion across the runway and the Sky
Priestess di sappeared into the snoke.
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Val hal  a: Fromt he Runyonese

Vi ncent Bennidetti was sitting at an oversized table dealing five-card
draw to five other guys and relating the story of the crash | anding of the Sky
Priestess in hopes that the tale would distract his opponents fromhis
creative shuffling.

"So the squirt says to ne, he says, 'I'm Malink, chief of the Shark
Peopl e,' and he puffs up his little chest like |I'm supposed to be inpressed
and drop down and kiss his ring, except he ain't wearing any ring; in fact, he
ain't wearing nothing but a loincloth and a little hat nade of pal ml|eaves, so
| says, 'Honored and charmed |'msure, Chief.' And | gives hima grade A
Her shey bar as a peace offering to assure that the kid doesn't get any ideas
about ventilating me with his spear. Although | have a roscoe handy in ny
flight suit, in Manhattan it is considered very bad luck indeed to shoot a kid
unl ess he deserves it, so | amtrying to take the diplomatic route.

"So the squirt chief takes the sweet and slaps a lip over a norsel and
his little mug splits in a grin so big that I'mfiguring | know now how his
tri be gets named Shark People. And before | know it the kid yells sonmething to
his pals and they vanoose to the jungle while | watch the squirt's spear and
he keeps a peeper peeled at the Sky Priestess |like any mnute she's gonna junp
of f the plane and do the bunmp and grind across the airstrip.

"Now we are sure that Sky Priestess is not burning or blow ng up, Sparky
goes back in and sings Mayday on the radio until | amthinking that even
Marconi is sorry he ever invented the machi ne (another distinguished Italian
genius, if | may point out, and it would be inpolite for anyone, at this
juncture, to nention Mussolini, as | will have to delay the game whilst | pop
himin the beezer, thank you), and finally HQ cones back on and requests nore
than somewhat sternly that we cease broadcasting our position, as they wll
send someone as soon as they can unless the Japs find us first, in which case
it has been an honor serving with us.

"Call and raise a buck

"So the squirt asks ne do I kill Japs? And | tell himthat I amkilling
so many Japs | have to cone rest on his island for a few days to give the Japs
a chance to send in reinforcements for ne to kill, when out of the jungle
cones a whol e platoon of native guys, nostly real old guys, carrying baskets
of fruit and coconuts and dried fish which they are laying at ny feet after
doi ng enough bowi ng and chanting to fill a year of encores on Broadway.

"And the kid says, 'You nmore powerful than Father Rodriquez. Japs kil
him' Fromwhich | figure where the kid | earns to speak English and why | am
seei ng no young guys, because it is well known that the Japs have killed any
m ssionaries they find and have taken nost of the abl e-bodi ed native guys
whi ch they do not kill off to build airstrips and boat |anding ranps and ot her
Jap military stuff.

" '"Yeah,' | tells the kid, 'too bad about Father Rodriquez, and all the
ot her guys that don't make it, but Vincent and the Sky Priestess is here now
and you got nothing to worry about.' Then | inquire as to if there are any

avail abl e dolls on the island and the kid jabbers sonething to one of the old
guys, who wobbl es off and cones back about ten nminutes later with a |line of
young native dolls who are wearing skirts on their bottom but are nothing but
bounce and bosons on the top, except for the odd garnish of flowers here and
there for fragrance and col or

"I swear on ny nother's grave (should she pass away before | get hone)
that I am |l ooking at nore brown curves than | have seen since | fly over the
M ssissippi at ten Gs, and they are by no nmeans an unpl easant sight, but as
soon as | pick out one of the young dolls and give her ny best Tyrone Power
wi nk, she starts bawling Iike | have broken her heart and runs into the jungle
foll owed, posthaste, by the other lovelies until the airstrip is, once again,
strictly stag.

" "What goes?' | ask the kid. And he expl ains that because | ama god the



danmes are nost frightened that | will destroy them Then the squirt starts
bawl i ng hinself, and | am beginning to feel very |Iow indeed, as | can see that
the little guy has taken ny god action and it is six to five that he thinks he
is on the destruction express along with the danmes, and sone expl anation and
consol ati on are then needed to caul k the kid' s waterworks and generally ease
his mnd

"So | sits down with the kid under the wing of the Sky Priestess and by
and by al ong cones an old native guy with a jug of the |ocal hooch, of which I
am sonmewhat dubi ous and which tastes |ike nmatchheads nixed with di shwater but
snoot hs out considerably after the first four or five belts, and soon the nood
becomes nost festive and a good tine is had by all (except for Sparky, who is
bendi ng over the runway | ooking at everything he drinks for the second tine).

"Now all of this time | amthinking that the kid is running a gane on ne
about being chief until he explains that the Japs killed his father and his
ol der brother as exanples and he is next in line, so he is chief whether he

likes it or not. And now he is worried that his people will not have enough to
eat, as the Japs have taken nobst of the fruit and coconuts and destroyed al
t he canoes and cargo, like rice, which the late Father Rodriquez brings in,

and ny heart is breaking for the kid, who should be playing stickball and
stealing candy and ot her assorted kid activities instead of worrying about a
whol e popul ation of citizens. So | |ook at ny guys eating all the food the kid
gives us, and ny heart is feeling very heavy indeed, so | tell himnot to

worry, as Vincent and the Sky Priestess will see that his peopl e get
everything they need and | gives the kid a pack of Luckys and ny Zippo to sea
the prom se. Then, as soon as Sparky finishes doing the rai nbow yawn, | tells

himto get on the radio to a friend of mine who is in the quartermaster corps,
and | gives hima list of things to place on the PT boat which is coming to
get us.

"So as the evening wears on, the kid is telling me stories of how the
i sl and was made by a danme from Yap who rides on a turtle with a basketful of
dirt which she dunps in the ocean, meking the island, which nmust have been
quite some basket, and she tells all the children she is having on the island
(al t hough the kid says nothing about her having an old man) that she isn't
going to give thema good reef for fishing, so they are going to be eating
sharks. And al though the people of all the other islands are afraid of sharks,

here the sharks are afraid of the people. 'They will be called the Shark
People,' the dame with the dirt says.
"And | says, 'Yeah, | know that dane.' That, in fact, | take her to the

races one day and she is such good luck that I win the trifecta for five Gs.
And | can see the kid is nost inpressed, even though he wouldn't know a G from
a Gstring. So | begins to lay it on a bit thick and by the tinme we have
consunmed all of the |local bug juice and nmost of the fruit and fish, the kid is
convinced that if I amnot the Second Coming, | amat |east pinch-hitting that
day.

"By now!l amfeeling | amin serious need of fenale conpany and | nention
this to the kid, who says maybe there is sonmething he can do, as there is one
doll in the village whose job it is to change the oil of the unnmarried native
guys (I amat once rem nded of a costume optional dancer nanmed Chintzy
Bi | ouski, who perfornms a simlar service for nyself and many other unmarried
male citizens in the Broadway district) and it seens that this native doll has
been short of work of late, as all of the young unmarried guys are either
killed or taken away. And the kid says he will approach this doll on ny behalf

if I promise that she will not burst into flanes or be otherw se harmed and as
long as | keep it quiet. As these are sinmlar ternms | agree to with Chintzy
Bi | ouski (and a sawbuck cheaper, in fact), |I tell the kid to | ead the way,

whi ch he does. And soon we are in a big grass house by the beach, which he
calls the bachelors' house, and which is clearly intended to house many
citizens, but is currently only the home of one doll, who is by no neans hard
on the peepers and who proceeds i mediately to catch up on any work she has
been missing in a nost enthusiastic and friendly manner, if you know what |



nean.

"So, to make a long story short, the guys and | spend three nore days
telling stories to the kid and drinking bug juice and creeping to the
bachel ors' house until the PT boat shows with sonme nmechani cs and wel ders and
all the supplies | have requested fromny pal the quartermaster. And the
islanders all line up while | pass out many machetes and knives and chocol at e
bars and various other luxuries fromuUncle Sam And that night they throw a
big party in ny honor with much drinking and dancing and a swell time is had

by one and all. But as we are ready to | eave, the kid chief conmes up al

| eaky-eyed, asking why am| leaving and will | come back and what will his
people do without ne. So | promise himl wll be back soon with nmany wonderf ul
things and to save ne a spot in the bachel ors' house, but until then, every
time he sees a plane, he and his people will know that ne and the Sky

Priestess are | ooking out for them

"Then when we are back at base | am working sonmething with the colonel to
run a recon mssion to inspect the airstrip for emergency use. No bonbs. | am
thinking we will fill the Sky Priestess up with nmedici ne and supplies for the
Shark kid and his people as soon as perm ssion comes through. And I'mfully
i ntending to cone through, as | gives the kid my word and he believes it, but
how am | to know that on our very next bonbing run a squadron of Zeros will
surprise us and fill the Sky Priestess with all manner of cannon and machi ne
gun slugs, sending us down in a ball of flames and killing me and everyone
aboard quite dead."

The guy with the beard cleared his throat and said, "That was a swell
story the first dozen times we heard it, Vinnie, but are you going to talk or
pl ay cards?"

"Bite me, Jewboy, it ain't like we haven't had to fight the yawns through
your | oaves and fishes epic a hundred fuckin' tines." Then Vincent flashed him
a feral grin. "And since it is now your bet, | will advise you to fold, as
am now hol ding a hand that is so hot it is about to burst into flanes like the
proverbial bush."

The guy with the beard held up a punctured palmto silence Vincent.
"You're holding a pair of eights, Vinnie."

"I hate fuckin' playing with you," Vincent said.

25
We Ask the Gods for Answers and They G ve Us Questions

Tucker Case heard the beating of wi ngs above his head and suddenly there
was a famliar little face in front of him Roberto was hangi ng upsi de down
fromthe harness ropes around Tuck's chest. He never thought he'd be glad to
see the little vernmn.

"Roberto! Buddy!" Tuck sniled at the bat.

Robert o squeaked and bent forward to |lick Tucker's face.

Tucker sputtered. He could snell papaya on the bat's breath.

"How about clinbing up there and gnawi ng through these ropes, little
guy?"

Roberto | ooked at himquizzically, then laid a big lick on him right
across the Iips.

"Ack! Bat spit!"

Tuck heard a weak voice from above. "He no ghaw rope. His teeth too
little," Kim said.

Roberto took flight and | anded on Kim's head and began |icking and
clawi ng himecstatically.

Kim was suspended about two feet above Tucker and about five feet away.
It hurt his neck, but he could see the navigator dangling if he stretched.
"You're alive!" Tucker said. "I thought you were dead."

"I ambery thirsty. Why you put us in tree?"



"I didn't. It was an old island guy. | think he's going to eat us."

"No, no, no. No cannibal in these islands for many years."

"CGood. You tell himthat when he cones back."

Kim struggl ed against his bonds and set hinself spinning. "These ropes
hurt on ny arns. Soneone put us in crab harness.”

"I figured that out," Tuck said. He craned his neck and eyed Kim's
harness. "Maybe | can swing to you and catch on to your harness. If | can get
hold of it, I mght be able to untie you."

"Good plan," Kim said.

"Yankee know how, kid."

As Tuck started to swing his arms and | egs, he felt the harness tighten
around his chest. Soon he was swinging in a wide elliptical pattern that
brought himwi thin a foot of Kim, but the harness was so tight he could
barely breathe. Wakened fromlack of food and water, he gave up. "I can't
breat he," he gasped.

"That good plan, though,” Kim said. "Now | have Roberto bring that knife
over by door of house and I cut the ropes. Ckay?"

"Roberto can fetch?"

"Yes."

"Why didn't you say so?"

"I want to see Yankee know how. "

Sarapul tried to run back to his hut, but the pain in his ancient knees
woul dn't allow himto nove faster than a slow anble. If only he could absorb
t he power of an eneny or two, perhaps the pain would subside and his strength
woul d return along with his courage. It was courage he needed now. I|nstead, he
had questi ons.

Wy, if Mlink dreaned a nessage from Vincent, did the white bitch say
that he did not? And if Vincent had sent a pilot, why did the Sky Priestess
not know about hin? And if Vincent had not sent a pilot, who is hanging in the
breadfruit tree?

In the old days Sarapul would have asked the turtle, his clan aninmal, for
an answer to his questions. Then he would have watched the waves and |i stened
to the wind for an answer, perhaps he would have gone to a sorcerer for an
interpretation. But he was too deaf and blind to see a sign now. And the only
sorcerer left was the white man who |lived behind the big fence and gave
nmedi cine to the Shark People: Vincent's Sorcerer. Sarapul didn't believe in
Vincent any nore than he believed in the god Fat her Rodriquez had worn around
hi s neck on a chain.

Fat her Rodriquez had said that the old ways--the taboos and the totem
ani mal s--were lies and that the skinny white god on the cross was the only
real god. Sarapul was prepared to believe him especially when he offered
everyone a piece of the body of Christ. But Christ tasted |ike dried pounded
taro and Father Rodriquez |ost the old canni bal as a convert when he said that
you would be thrown into fire forever if you ate anyone besides the stale
starchy god on the cross.

Then the Japanese cane and cut off Father Rodriquez's head and threw his
god on a chain into the sea. Sarapul knew for sure then that the Father had
been Lying all along. The Japanese raped and killed his wife and nmade his two
sons work building the airstrip until they becane sick and died. He asked the
Turtle why his fanily had been taken away, and when the sign came in the form
of a cloud shaped Iike an eel, the sorcerer said that it had happened because
t he Shark Peopl e had broken the taboos, had eaten their totem ani nmals and
taken fish fromthe forbidden reef: They were bei ng puni shed.

The next night Sarapul killed a Japanese soldier and built an oomto bake
himin, but none of the Shark People would help him Some were afraid of the
god of Father Rodriquez and the rest were afraid of the Japanese. They took
the body and fed it to the sharks who lived at the edge of the reef.

In the norning the Japanese lined up the old sorcerer and a dozen



children and machi ne-gunned them And Sarapul |ost his mnd

Then the American planes came, dropping their bonbs and fire fromthe sky
for two days, and when the expl osions stopped and the snoke cleared, the
Japanese left, taking with themall the coconuts and breadfruit on the island.
A week later Vincent arrived in the Sky Priestess.

Sarapul still had the machete that the flyer had given him It was nore
than he had ever gotten from Father Rodriquez's god, but the cannibal did not
beli eve that Vincent was a god. Even if Vincent had scared away the Japanese
and brought the food that saved the Shark People, Sarapul had angered the old
gods before and he would not do it again.

VWen the white Sorcerer arrived, he too tal ked of the god on the cross
and al though the Shark People took the food and medi ci ne he gave them and even
attended his services, they would not forsake Vincent, their savior. The god
on the cross had |l et them down before. Eventually, the white Sorcerer fumed to
Vi ncent too. But Sarapul clung to the ol d ways, even when the Sky Priestess
resumed with her red scarf and explosions. It was all just entertai nment:
Christ was just a cracker, Vincent was just a flyer, and he, Sarapul, was a
canni bal .

Still, he did not blanme Malink for banishing himor for clinging to
Vincent's prom ses. Vincent was the god of Malink's chil dhood, and Malink
clung to himin the same way that Sarapul clung to the old ways. Faith grew
stronger when planted in a child. Sarapul knew that. He was mad, but he was
not stupid.

Until now he had never put an ounce of faith in Vincent, but this dream
of Malink's vexed him He would have to figure things out before he ate the
man in his breadfruit tree. He had to talk to Malink now

The canni bal took the path that led into the village. He crept between
t he houses where the sweet rasp of snoring children wafted through the woven
grass walls like the sizzle of frying pork, through the snoke of dying cook
fires, past the bachelors' house, the nen's house, and finally to the beach
where the men sat in a circle, drinking and tal king softly, the nmoon spraying
their shoulders with a cold blue light.

The nmen continued to talk as Sarapul joined the circle, politely ignoring
the creak and crackle of his old joints as he sat in the sand. Sone of the
younger nen, chose who had grown up with the disciplinary specter of the
canni bal, subtly changed position so they could reach their knives quickly.
Mal i nk greeted Sarapul with a nod, then filled the coconut shell cup fromthe
big glass jug and handed it to him

"No coffee or sugar for a nonth," Malink said. "Vincent is angry."

Sar apul drained the cup and handed it back. "How about cigarettes?"

"The Sorcerer says that cigarettes are bad."

"Vincent snoked cigarettes,"” Sarapul pointed out. "He gave you the
lighter."

The young men fidgeted at the firsthand reference to Vincent. It
di sturbed them when the old nen spoke of Vincent as if he was a person. Malink
reached inside the long flat basket where he kept the lighter along with his
ocher personal bel ongings. He touched the Zippo that Vincent had given him

"Cigarettes aren't good for us," he repeated.

"Then they should give us cigarettes for punishnent,” Sarapul insisted.

Mal i nk pull ed a copy of People magazine from his basket, draw ng
everyone's attention away fromthe cannibal. The old chief tore a small square
fromthe nast head page and handed it to Abo, a nuscul ar young man who tended
t he tobacco patch for the Shark Peopl e.

"Roll one," Malink said. Abo began filling the paper with tobacco from
hi s basket.

Mal i nk opened the magazi ne on the sand in front of himand squinted at
the pages in the noonlight. Everyone in the circle |eaned forward to | ook at
t he pictures.

"Oprah's skinny again," Mlink pronounced.

Sarapul scoffed and the men angrily | ooked up, the young ones | ooking



away qui ckly when they saw who had made the noise. Abo finished rolling the
cigarette and held it out to Malink. The chief gestured to Sarapul and Abo
gave the snoke to the old cannibal. Their hands brushed lightly in the
exchange and Sarapul held the young man's gaze as he licked his finger as if
tasting a sweet sauce. Abo shuddered and backed to the outside of the circle.

Malink lit the cigarette with the sacred Z ppo, then he returned to his
magazi ne. "There will be no nore People for a while, not with the Sky
Priestess nmad at us."

A communal noan rose up fromthe nen and the drinking cup was filled and
passed.

"W are cut off," Malink added.

Sarapul shrugged. "All the people in this book, they shit. It does not

matter. They die. It does not matter. If we put chemall in a big boat and
sank it, you would not even know for six nonths when the Sky Priestess gives
you her old copy, and it still would not matter. This is stupid."

"But | ook!"™ Malink pointed to a picture of a man with unnaturally |arge
ears. "This man is a king and he wishes to be a tanpon. It is quoted."

Sarapul scrunched up his face, his winkles folding over each other |ike
venetian blinds, while he tried to figure out what, exactly, a tanpon was.
Finally he said, "I was a tampon once, back in the old days, before you were
born. Al warriors becanme tanpons. It was better then."

"You have never been a tanmpon," Malink stated, although he couldn't be
sure. "Only a king may be a tanpon. And now, w thout People, we wll never
know if this nman who woul d be a tanpon succeeded. It has been a dark day."

The cup had cone around again to Sarapul and he drained it before
answering. "Tell me of this dreamyou had."

"I should not speak of it." Malink pretended to be engaged in the
magazi ne.

Sarapul pushed on. "The Sky Priestess said that Vincent spoke to you of a
pilot. Is that true?"

Mal i nk nodded. "It is true. But it is only a dreamor the Sorcerer would
have known."

Sarapul was torn now. This was his chance to discredit the Sorcerer and
his white bitch, but if he told Malink about the man in the tree, then he
woul d I ose his chance to taste the |ong pig again. Then again, he found them
first, and he was willing to share the neat. "What if your dreamwas true?"

"It was just a dream Vincent speaks to us only through the Sky Priestess
now. She has spoken."

"Vi ncent snoked and she says snoking is bad. Vincent was an eneny of the
Japanese and now she has Japanese guards inside the fence. She lies.”

Sone of the nen noved away fromthe circle. It was one thing to drink
with a cannibal, but it was quite another to tolerate a heretic. (O the
twenty men in the circle, three of the elders were named John, four who had
been born during Father Rodriquez's tenure were naned Jesus [Hey-zeus], and
three of the younger nmen were named Vincent.) They were a group that honored
t he gods, whoever the gods m ght be that week

"The Sky Priestess does not lie," Malink said calmy. "She speaks for
Vi ncent . "

Sarapul pinched the flane of his cigarette with his ashy fingers, then
popped the stub into his nmouth and began to chew as he grinned. "Your dream
was true, Malink. | have seen the pilot. He is on Alualu and he is alive."

"You are old and you drink too much."

"I'"l1l show you." Sarapul |eaped to his feet to show that he was not
drunk, and in doing so scared the hell out of the younger nen. "Cone with ne,"
he sai d.

26

Swi ng Tine



Kim had freed his hands and feet with the knife, only to find that he
could not reach the rope suspending himfromthe mddle of his back. Now he
was forced to foll ow Tuck's plan of swinging |like a human pendul umuntil he
could grab the pilot's rope and cut hi mdown. Roberto hung upside down from a
near by branch, wondering why his friends were behaving like fighting spiders.

Tucker found he could only hold his head up for a few seconds at a tine
before dizziness set in, so he watched the navigator's sw ngi ng shadow to
gauge his distance. "One nore time, Kim. Then grab the rope." It bothered him
sone that when he was cut | oose he would fall six feet and | and face-first in
the coral gravel, but he was learning to take things as they cane and figured
he woul d deal with that on the way down.

"I hear soneone,"” Kim said. On the apex of his arc, he grabbed for
Tuck's rope, missed, and accidentally raked the knife across the pilot's
scal p.

"Quch! Shit, Kim. Watch what you're doing." Tuck braced hinmself for the
next attack, which never came. He | ooked up to see that Kim's arc had been
stopped in md-swing. A rotund gray-haired native had caught the navigator
around the wai st and was prying the knife out of his hand.

Tuck felt the hope drain out of him The |eathery old cannibal stood amd
a group of twenty nmen. All of them seenmed to be waiting for the fat guy to say
something. It was tine for a last-ditch effort.

"Look, you notherfuckers, people are expecting ne. |'m supposed to be
flying medi cal supplies for a big-tine doctor, so if you fuck with nme you're
all going to die of the tropical creeping crud and I won't give you so nuch as
a fucking aspirin."

The native released Kim into the hands of two younger men and regarded
Tuck. "You pilot?" he said in English

"Dam right I am And I'msick and infected and stuff, so if you eat ne
you're going to die like a gut-shot dog--and in addition | would Iike to add
that | don't taste anything |ike Spam" Tuck was breathless fromthe diatribe
and he was starting to black out fromtrying to hold his head back

The native said sonmething in his own |anguage, which Tuck took to be "Cut
hi m down, " because a second later he found hinself falling into the arms of
four strong islanders who | owered himto the ground.

Tucker's arnms and | egs burned as the bl ood rushed back into them Above
himhe saw a circle of noonlit brown faces. He managed to grab enough breath
to squeak, "Soon as I'mon ny feet, your asses are mne. You all mght as well

just go practice falling down for a while so you'll be used to it. Just order
t he body bags now ' cause when |'m done, you're going to |look like piles of
chocol at e puddi ng. They'll be cleaning you up with shovel s--you..." Tuck's

breath caught in his throat and he passed out.
Mal i nk | ooked at his old friend Favo and smled. "Excellent threat," he
sai d.
"Most excellent threat,"” Favo said.
Sarapul pushed his way through the kneeling nmen. "He's dead. Let's eat
him"
"He no like that," Kim said. "Not even for free."

The Sorcerer heard the | ab door open and turned from his m croscope just
intime to catch her as she ran into his arns.

"Did you see, 'Bastian? Was | great or what?"

He held her for a second, snelling the perfume in her hair. "You were
great," he said. When he rel eased her, there were two pink spots on his lab
coat fromthe rouge she had rubbed on her nipples.

She skipped around the lab like a little girl. "Malink was shaking in his
shoes," she said. "Well, not in his shoes, but you know what | nean." She
stopped and | ooked into the m croscope. "What's this?"



He watched a delicate line of muscle run down the back of her thigh and
postul ated what kind of genetics went into preserving a body like that on

Chee-tos and vodka. He thought a | ot about genetics lately. "I'mdoing the
last of the tissue typing. | should be finished in a couple of days."
She said, "Did you like "String of Pearls' better than 'In the Mod ?"
Hi gh Priestess of the nonsequitur, Sebastian thought. "It was perfect.

You were perfect.”

She noved away fromthe mcroscope and paced around the table, frowning
now, as if she was working on an equation in her head. "I've been thinking
about ' Pennsyl vani a 6-5000,' putting the ninjas in top hats and tails in kind
of a chorus line. You know, they could carry ne across the runway and pause
and shout the chorus. There's no singing on the recording; they would just
have to shout. | nean, if we have to have them around, they mght as well do
somet hi ng." She stopped pacing and turned to him "What do you think?"

It took Sebastian a second to realize that she was serious. "lI'mnot sure
that woul d be a good idea. The Shark Peopl e are suspicious of the nin--, the
guards. | wish Akiro would have listened to ne and found some nonJapanese.
This business with Malink's dreamis a sign that our credibility is slipping."”

"That's what |'msaying. If we show that they're under the control of the
Sky Priestess --"

"I don't think it's a good idea, Beth."

She di sm ssed the thought with a wave. "Fine. We can talk about it
later."

Sebastian wanted to stop hinmself before he ruined her ebullient nood, but
he pressed on despite hinself. "Don't you think that no coffee or sugar for a
nonth was a little harsh?"

"You really don't get it, do you? I'll give it all back after a week,
'Bastian, and they'll love nme for it. Cenerosity of the gods: The Sky
Priestess taketh away and the Sky Priestess giveth back. It's how these things
wor k. You put a few people on a boat, then you drown every living creature on
the planet--the people on the boat are pretty goddam grateful." She flipped
the end of her red scarf over her shoul der

"I wish you wouldn't talk like that."

"You make the rules and you play the gane, 'Bastian. Wat's wong with
t hat ?"

He turned from her and pretended to go through some notes. "l guess
you're right," he said, but he felt acid rising fromhis stomach. She was
calling it a gane.

She canme up behind him pushed her breasts into his back, and reached
around inside his lab coat. "Poor baby. You still feel like you did the right
t hi ng by burning your Beatles records."

"Beth, please."

She unzi pped his khakis and snaked her hand in his fly. "Deep down, you
feel like John Lennon got what he deserved, don't you, sweetheart? Saying he
was nore popul ar than Jesus. That | oony-toon Chapman was the instrunent of
God, wasn't he?"

He whirled on her and grabbed her shoulders. "Yes, dammt." His face had
gone hot. He could feel the veins pulse in his forehead, in his crotch
"That's enough, Beth."

"No, it's not." She ripped open the front of his trousers and fell back
on the lab table, pulling himon top of her. "Come on, show ne the wath of
the Sorcerer.”

27
Grl Talk

Sepi e washed the pilot's hair in a bowl wth pounded coconut and bracki sh
wat er. She had been taking care of the unconscious white man for two days and



it was starting to get tedious. She was nispel of the bachelors' house, and
washing and ministering to a sick and stinky white nman was not in her job
description. This was wonen's work.

There are legends in the islands, and sone of the old nen swear they are
true, that the wonen who service the bachel ors' houses, the nispels, were
taken to the secret island of Ml uuk, known only to the high navigators, where
they were trained in the art of pleasuring a nman.

After nonths of training, a mspel was required to pass a test before she
was allowed to return to her home island to take over the duty of tending to
the sexual needs of the nmen of the bachelors' house. The test? She was sent
into the ocean with a ripe brown coconut clutched between her thighs, and
there she floated, in heavy surf, for the entire circuit of the tides. Should
t he coconut pop | oose or the mspel touch it with her hands, she failed the
test (although there was sone |leeway in the event of shark attack). It is said
that the inner thighs of the mspels of old were as strong as net cable. The
second part of the test required the girl to find a delicate dragonfly orchid
with a straight stem and while her teachers |ooked on, she woul d | ower
herself over the flower until it disappeared inside of her, then rise again
after a few mnutes, |eaving the stemunbent and the petals unbruised. The
m spel held a position of honor, respected and revered anong the islanders.
She was not required to do housekeepi ng, cooking, or weaving, and while the
other wormen toiled in taro fields fromthe tinme they could wal k, a m spel was
allowed to nap in the shade, conserving her energy for her nocturnal duties. A
m spel often ended her tour of duty by marrying a man of high status. No
stigma followed her into married life, and she woul d be sought out to the end
of her days by the other women for advice on handling nen.

Sepi e, however, had not been chosen because of any special skill, nor had
she passed through any vigorous concubi nal boot canp. Sepie had been marked
for mspel fromthe nonent of her menses, when she energed fromthe wonen's
house with her lavalava tied a bit too high and showing a bit too nmuch
cappucci no thigh, her skin rubbed with copra until she glistened all over, and
her breasts shining like polished wooden tea cups. She had painted her lips
with the juice of crushed berries and peppered her long black hair with scores
of sweet jasm ne bl ossons. She giggled coquettishly in the presence of all the
men, danced dangerously close to the taboo of speaking to themin public,
ri sked beatings by refusing to fall to her knees when her male cousins passed,
and went about her chores with a wiggly energy that had caused nore than one
of the distracted village boys to fall out of a breadfruit tree during
harvest. (She broke ankles as well as hearts.) Sepie was all titter and tease,
a lazy girl who excelled at leisure, a natural at invoking and denying desire,
a wet dreamdeferred. At fifteen she took up residence in the bachelors' house
and had lived there for four years.

VWhen Malink and the men brought the flyer and the man in the dress to
her, she knew she was in for some trouble.

"Take care of them" Malink said. "Feed them Help to make them strong.

Sepi e kept her head bowed while Mlink spoke, but when he finished she
took his hand and led himinto the bachel ors' house, gesturing to the other
men to lay the flyer and his friend on the ground outside. The nmen sniled
anong t hensel ves, thinking that old Mlink was going inside to receive a
special favor fromthe mspel. Wat, in fact, he was receiving was an ass
chew ng.

"Why don't you take themto your house, Malink? | don't want them here."

"It's a secret. If ny wife and daughters find out they are here, then
everyone will know "

"I"'mthe only one who can keep a secret in the bachel ors' house. Take
themto old Sarapul's house. No one goes there."

"He wants to eat them" Malink couldn't renmenber ever having to argue
with a woman and he wasn't at all prepared for it.

"You're chief. Tell himnot to. | will not cook for them If |I feed them
they will shit. I'"'mnot going to clean it up."



"Sepie, what will you do when you marry and have children? You will have

to do these things then. | am asking you as your chief to do these things."
"No," Sepie said.
Mal i nk sighed. "I am asking you to do these things because these nmen have

been sent to us by Vincent."
Sepie didn't know what to say. She had heard the Sky Priestess chastise
Malink in front of the people, but she had been nore concerned with | osing

coffee and sugar for a nonth than with the actual offense. "You will tell the
men to cook for then®"

"Yes."

"And they will carry themto the beach and wash themif they shit?"

"I will tell them Please, Sepie."

No man had ever said "please" to her before, let alone the chief. It was
not a courtesy that wonmen deserved. For the first time she realized how
desperate Malink really was. "And you will tell Abo to wash his dick when it
is his turn.”

"What does that have to do with this?"

"He is stinky."

"I will tell him"

"And you will tell Favo to quit making ne put beads in his ass.

"Favo does that?"

"He said he learned it fromthe Japanese."

"Real | y? Favo?"

"Yes."

"But he's old, and he has a wife and many grandchildren."

"He says it makes his spear stronger."

"He does? | nean, does it work?" Malink had nonmentarily forgotten why he
was here.

"I don't like it. It is evil and unclean."

"You're tal king about nmy old friend Favo, right? He's the one you're
t al ki ng about ?"

"I told himonly bachel ors were supposed to stay here, but he says his
wi fe doesn't understand him H s hands are like the skin of a shark."

"What kind of beads?"

"Tell him" Sepie said.

"Ckay," Malink said in English. Then to hinself he said: "Ad Favo." He
shook his head as he wal ked out of the bachelors' house. "Beads."

Sepi e wat ched hi mgo, w shing that she had asked for nore favors.

Qut side the nen were grinning when Malink stepped into the nmoonlight. He
hitched up his loincloth and averted his eyes fromtheirs.

"Take theminside. You nust cook and clean for them Don't let the wonman
doit. It is too inportant for her."

As the nmen carried Tuck and Kim into the bachelors' house, Favo anbl ed
up to Malink. "How was it?"

Mal i nk | ooked at his old friend and noticed for the first tinme that Favo
wore a long string of ivory beads around his neck. "I have to go hone now, "
Mal i nk said.

Sepi e was, once again, swabbing up the wooden floor where the pilot had
urinated on hinself, when she heard the other one speak for the first tine.
The nmen had propped the Filipino up in the corner, where he had sat drinking
the coconut nilk and fish broth that she had been pouring into the pilot, but
except for a few grunts when he made his way outside to urinate, the nman in
the dress had been quiet for two days. Sepie had |earned to ignore him He
didn't smell as bad as the pilot, and she sort of liked his flowered dress.
She'd said a prayer to Vincent for a dress just like it.

"Where i s Roberto?" the Filipino said.

Sepie junmped. It didn't surprise her so nmuch that he had spoken, but that
he had spoken in her |anguage. Although the words were clipped, the way



sormeone fromlffallik or Satawan m ght speak

"He's right here," she said. "Your friend stinks. You should take him
outsi de and wash himin the sea."

"That's not Roberto. That's Tucker. Roberto is shorter.” Kim craw ed
over to Tuck and laid his hand on the flyer's forehead. "He has bad fever. You
have nedi ci ne?"

"Aspirin," Sepie said. Mlink had given her a bottle of the tablets to
crush into the flyer's broth, but after he gagged on the first dose she had
stopped giving it to him

"He is nore sick than aspirin. He needs a doctor. You have a doctor?"

"We have the Sorcerer. He does our nedicine. He was a doctor before the
Sky Priestess cane."

Kim |ooked at her. "What island is this?"

"Aualu."

"Ha! We have to get doctor for Tucker. He owes ne five hundred dollars."
Sepie's eyes went wi de. No wonder he wears such a fine dress. Five
hundred dol | ars! She said, "The chief says | have to be secret about this man.
Everyone knows he is here. The boys get drunk and talk. But | can't get the

doctor."

"Why are you taking care of hinf? You are just a girl."

"I amnot just a girl. | ammspel."

Kim scoffed. "There are no mspels anynore."

Sepie threw down the rag she was using to wi pe the floor. "Wat do you
know? You are a man in a dress, and | don't believe you have five hundred
dol lars.”

"It was a nice dress before the typhoon,'
dry cleaning."

Kim said. "Wash-and-wear. No

Sepi e nodded as if she knew what he was tal king about. "It is a very
pretty dress. | like it."
"You do?" Kim picked at the crushed pleats around his legs. "It's just

an old thing | picked up in Manila. It was on sale. You really like it?"

Sepie didn't understand. Anong her people, if you adm red soneone's el se
possessi on, manners bound themto give it to you. How could this silly man
speak her |anguage and still not know her custons. And he wasn't even | ooking
at her that way all men | ooked at her.

"What island do you come fronf"

"Satawan," Kim said. "I ama navigator."

Sepi e scoffed. "There are no nore navigators."

Just then the doorway darkened and they | ooked up to see Abo, the fierce
one, entering the bachelors' house. He was | ean and heavily muscled and he
wore a permanent scow on his face. The sides of his head were shaved and
tattooed with i mages of hamrerhead sharks. He wore his hair tied into a
warrior's topknot that had gone out of fashion a hundred years ago.

"Has the pil ot awakened?" he grow ed.

Sepi e | ooked down and smled coyly. Abo was the one boy in the bachel ors
house who didn't seemto accept the comrunal nature of her position. He was
al ways j eal ous, enraged, or brooding, but he brought her many presents,
someti nes even copies of People that he stole fromthe men's drinking circle.
Sepi e thought she might marry hi m someday.

"He is too sick for this,” Kim said. "W need to take himto the

doctor."

"Malink says he must stay here until he is well."

"He is dying," Kim said.

Abo | ooked at Sepie for confirmation

"Well, he snells dead," she said. The sooner they sent the pilot to the
Sorcerer, the sooner she could get back to spending her days sw nming and
preening. "Malink will be angry if he dies," she added for good neasure.

Abo nodded. "I will tell him" He pointed to Kim. "You come with ne."

Kim got up to |leave, then turned back to Sepie when he reached the
doorway. "If Roberto cones, tell himl'll be right back."



Sepi e shrugged. "Wo is Roberto?"

"He's a fruit bat. From Guam You can tell by his accent."
"Ch, him | think Sarapul ate him" Sepie said casually.
Kim turned and ran screanming into the village.

Mal i nk | ooked up fromhis breakfast, a banana leaf full of fish and rice,
to see Abo coming down the coral path toward his house. Malink's wi fe and
daughters shuffled to the cookhouse at the sight of the fierce one.

"Good norning, Chief," Abo said.

"Food?" Malink answered, gesturing with his breakfast.

Abo had already eaten, but it would have been rude not to accept. "Yes."

Mal i nk's wi fe poked her head out of the cookhouse and saw the chi ef nod.
In a second she was giving her own breakfast to Abo, who neither thanked her
or acknow edged her presence.

"The pilot is sick," Abo said. "Very bad fever. Sepie and the girl-man
say that he will die soon without the Sorcerer's help."

Mal i nk suddenly lost his appetite. He set his breakfast on the ground and
one of his daughters appeared out of nowhere to take it to the cookhouse,
where the wonen shared what was |eft.

"And what do you think?" Mlink asked.

"I think he is dying. He snells of sickness. Like when Tamu was bitten by
the shark and his leg turned bl ack."

Mal i nk rubbed his tenples. How to handle this? The Sky Priestess was
angry with himfor even dream ng of the pilot. Wat would happen if he
suddenly showed up with hinf

"What about the girl-man?"

"He is not sick, but he has gone crazy. He runs around the village
| ooki ng for Sarapul."

Mal i nk nodded. "Catch himand tie himup. Make a litter and take the
pilot to the betel nut trees by the runway. Leave himthere."

"Leave himthere?"

"Yes, quickly. And bring the litter back with you. Make it look as if he
wal ked to the runway. Send a boy to nme when it is done. Go now. "

Abo put down his food and ran off clown the path.

Mal i nk went into his house and pulled the ammo box out of the rafters.

I nside, next to the portable phone, he found the Zippo that Vincent had given
him He clicked it open, lit it, and sat it on the floor while it burned.
"Vincent," he said, "it's your friend Malink here. Please tell the Sky
Priestess that this is not ny fault. Tell her that you have sent the pilot.

Pl ease tell her for your friend Malink so she will not be angry. Amen."

Hi s prayer finished, Mlink snapped the lighter shut, put it away, then
took the portabl e phone and went outside to wait for the boy to tell him
everyt hing was in place.

28
Choose Your Oamn Ni ght mare

Tucker Case rolled through a fever dream where he was tossed in great
el asti c waves of bat-w nged denons--crushed, snothered, bitten, and
scratched--and there, am d the chaos, a pink fabric softener sheet passed by
the corner of his eye, confirmng that he had been stuffed into a dryer in the
[ aundromat of Hell. He tunbled toward the pink, ascended out of the claw ng
mass, and awoke gasping, with no i dea where he was.

The pink was a dress on a heart-faced woman who said, "Good norning, M.
Case. Wl cone back to the world."

A man's voice: "After your nessage and the typhoon, we thought for sure
you' d been lost at sea." He was a white blur with a head, then a | ab coat



wrapped around a tall, smling mddl e-aged man, gray and bal ding, a
st et hoscope around his neck

The doctor had his arm around the heart-faced woman. She too was smling,
with the aspect of an angel, the vessel of human ki ndness. Toget her they
| ooked as if they had wal ked off of fifties tel evision

The man said, "I'mDr. Sebastian Curtis, M. Case. This is ny wife,
Beth."

Tuck tried to speak, but emtted only a rasping squeak. The woman lifted
a plastic cup of water to his lips and he drank. He eyed the |V bag running
into his arm

"d ucose and antibiotics," the doctor said. "You' ve got sone badly
i nfected wounds. The islanders found you washed up on the reef."

Tucker did a quick inventory of his linbs by feel, then | ooked at them
lest he had lost a leg that was still giving off phantomfeeling. He raised
his head to | ook at his crotch, which was sendi ng pul ses of pain up through
hi s abdonen.

The woman gently pushed himdown. "You' re going to be fine. They found
you in time, but you're going to need nore rest. 'Bastian can give you
something for the pain if you need it."

She smled beatifically at her husband, who patted Tuck's arm "Don't be
enbarrassed, M. Case. Beth is a surgical nurse. I'mafraid the catheter will
have to stay in for a few days."

"There was another guy with ne," Tuck said. "A Filipino. He was piloting
t he boat."

The doctor and his wife shot each other a glance and the "Ozzie and
Harriet" cal mshattered into panic, but only for a second, then they were back
to their reassuring cooing. Tuck wasn't even sure he had seen the break

"I"'msorry, but the islanders didn't find anyone el se. He nust have been
lost in the storm"”

"But the tree. He was hung in the tree..."

Beth Curtis put her finger gently on his lips. "I"msorry you | ost your
friend, M. Case, but you need to get sonme rest. I'll bring you sonething to
eat inalittle while and we'll see if you can hold down some solid food."

She pul |l ed her hand away and put her arm around her husband's wai st as he
pushed a syringe of fluid into Tuck's IV tube. "W'Il check on you shortly,"
t he doctor said.

Tucker watched them wal k away and noticed that for all her "Little House
on the Prairie" purity, Beth Curtis had a nice shape under that calico. Then
he felt alittle sleazy, as if he'd been caught horning on a friend s nom
Like the tinme, drunk and full of hinself, he'd hit on Mary Jean Dobbi ns.

To hell with solid food. Gn--in large quantities over a tall colum of
ice--that's the rub. Tonic to chase away the bl ues of bad dreanms and nen | ost
at sea.

Tuck | ooked around the room It was a small hospital ward. Only four
beds, but amazingly clean considering where it was. And there was sone pretty
serious-1 ooki ng equi prent against the walls: technical stuff on casters, stuff
you might use in conplicated surgery or to set the timng on a Toyota. He was
sure Jake Skye woul d know what it was. He thought about the Learjet, then felt
hinsel f starting to doze.

Sleep came with the face of a cannibal, leg-jerk dreans, and finally
settled in on the oiled breasts of a brown girl brushing against his face and
snel ling of coconut and flowers. There was a scratch and scuttle on the tin
roof, followed by the bark of a fruit bat. Tuck didn't hear it.

The pig thief had been caught and Jefferson Pardee had to find a new | ead
story. He sat at his desk poring over the notes he'd witten on a yellow | ega
pad, hoping that sonmething would junp out at him In fact, there wasn't a | ot
of jumping material there. The notes read: "They caught the pig thief. Now
what ?"



You could run down the | eads, pound the pavenent, check all your facts
with two sources, then structure your neticul ously gathered information into
the inverted pyranmid formand what you got was: The pig's owner had gotten
drunk and beat up his wife, so she sold his pig to sonmeone on the outer
i sl ands and bought a used stun gun froman ensign with the Navy Cat team The
next time her husband got rough, a group of Japanese tourists found himby the
side of the road, sizzling in the dirt like a strip of frying bacon. M staking
himfor a street perforner, the tourists clapped joyously, took pictures of
each ot her standi ng beside the el ectrocuted man, and gave his wife five
dol lars. The whol e intrigue had been exposed when police found the
pig-stealing wife in front of the Continental Hotel charging tourists a dollar
api ece to watch her zap her husband's twi tching supi ne body. The stun gun was
confiscated, no charges were pressed, and the w fe beater was pronounced
unharned by a Peace Corps volunteer, although he did need to be rem nded
several times of his name, where he lived, and how many chil dren he had.

The nystery was solved and the Truk Star had no | ead story. Jefferson
Pardee was m serable. He was actually going to have to go out and find a story
or, as he had done so many tinmes before, make one up. The Mcro Spirit was in
port. Maybe he'd go down to the dock and see if he could stir up sone news out
of the crew. He slid his press card into the band of his Australian bush hat
and waddl ed out the door and down the dusty street to the pier where
rock-hard, rope-nuscled islanders were loading fifty-five-gallon drunms into
cargo nets and hoisting theminto the holds of the Mcro Spirit.

The Mcro Spirit and the Mcro Trader were sister ships: small freighters
that cruised the M cronesian crescent carrying cargo and passengers to the
outer islands. There were no cabins other than those of the captain and crew
Passengers travel ed and slept on the deck.

Pardee waved to the first mate, a heavily tattooed Tongan who stood at
the rail chewing betel nut and spitting gooey red conets over the side.

"Ahoy!" Pardee called. "Perm ssion to cone aboard."

The mate shook his head. "Not until we finish loading this jet fuel. 1"l
cone down. How you doi ng, Scoop?"

Par dee had convinced the crew of the Mcro Spirit to call him"Scoop" one
drunken night in the Yumi Bar. He watched the mate vault over the railing at
t he bow and nonkey down a nmooring line to the dock with no nore effort than if
he was wal ki ng down stairs. Watching himnmade Pardee sad that he was a fat
man.

The mate strolled up to Pardee and punped his hand. "Good to see you."

"Li kewi se," Pardee said. "Were you guys in fronP"

"We bring chiefs in fromWlei for a conference. Pick up sone tuna and
copra. Sane, sane."

Par dee | ooked back at the sailors loading the barrels. "Did you say jet
fuel ? I thought the Mbil tankers handled all the fuel for Continental."
Continental was the only major airline that flew M cronesia

"Mobil tankers won't go to Alualu. No |lagoon, no harbor. W going to
Uithi, then take this fuel special order to the doctor on Alualu."

Pardee took a nmonent to digest the information. "I thought the Mcro
Trader did Yap and Palau States. Wat are you going all the way over there
for?"

"Li ke | say, special order. Men has jet fuel, we here in Men, doctor
wants jet fuel soon, so we go. | like it. | never been Alualu and | know a
girl on Uithi."

Pardee couldn't help but smle. This was a story in itself. Not a big
one, but when the Trader or the Spirit changed schedules it made the paper
But there was nore of a story sonewhere in those barrels of jet fuel, in the
runor of armed guards, and in the two pilots that had passed through Truk on
the way to No One's Island. The question for Pardee was: Did he want to track
it dowmn? Could he track it down?

"When do you sail ?" he asked the mate.

"Tormorrow norni ng. We get drunk together tonight Yum Bar. My boys carry



you honme if you want. Hey?" The mate | aughed.

Pardee felt sick. That was what they knew himfor, a fat, drunken white
man who they could carry hone and then tell stories about.

"I can't drink tonight. I'msailing with you in the norning. |I've got to
get ready."

The mate renoved the betel nut cud fromhis cheek and tossed it into the
sea, where tiny yellow fish rose to nip at it. He eyed Pardee suspiciously.
"You going to | eave Truk?"

"It's not that big a deal. |'ve gone off-island before for a story."

"Not in ten years | sail the Spirit."

"Do you have room for another passenger or not?"

"W al ways have room You know you have to sleep on deck?"

Par dee was beginning to get irritated. He needed a beer. "I've done this
before. "

The mate shook his head as if clearing his ears of water and | aughed.
"Ckay, we sail six in norning. Be on dock at five."

"When do you cone back this way?"

"A nmonth. You can fly fromYap if you don't want to come back with us."

"A nmont h?" He'd have to get someone to run the paper while he was gone.
O maybe not. Wuld anyone even notice he was gone?

Pardee said, "I'Il see you in the norning. Don't get too drunk."

"You too," the mate said.

Par dee made his way down the dock, feeling every bit of his two hundred
and sixty pounds. By the time he made it back to the street, he was soaked
with sweat and yearning for a dark air-conditioned bar. He shook off the
craving and headed for the Catholic high school to ask the nuns if they had
any bright students who m ght keep the paper running in his absence.

He was going to do it, dammt. He'd be on the dock at five if he had to
stay up all night drinking to do it.

29
Safe in the Hands of Medicine

"How are you feeling today?" Sebastian Curtis pulled the sheet down to
Tuck's knees and lifted the pilot's hospital gown. Tucker flinched when the
doctor touched the catheter. "Better," Tuck said. "That thing is itching,

t hough. "

"It's healing." The doctor pal pated the Iynph nodes in Tucker's crotch
Hi s hands were cold and Tuck shivered at the touch. "The infection is
subsi ding. This happened to you in the plane crash?"

"I fell back on sone levers while | was trying to get a passenger out of
t he pl ane."

"The hooker?" The doctor didn't ook up fromhis work.

Tuck wanted to throw the sheets over his head and hide. Instead, he said,
"I don't suppose it would nake a difference if | said | didn't know she was a
hooker . "

Sebastian Curtis | ooked up and smled; his eyes were light gray flecked
with orange. Wth his gray hair and tropical tan, he could have been a retired
general, Rommel maybe. "lI'mnot really concerned with what the woman was doi ng
there. What does concern ne is that you had been drinking. W can't have that
here, M. Case. You may have to fly on a nonent's notice, so you won't be able
to drink or indulge in any other chenical diversions. | assune that won't pose
a problem"”

"No. None," Tuck said, but he felt like he'd been hit with a bag of sand.
He' d been craving a drink since he'd regai ned consci ousness. "By the way, Doc,
since we're going to be doi ng business together, naybe you should call ne
Tucker."

"Tucker it is," Curtis said. "And you can call ne Dr. Curtis." He smiled



agai n.

"Swell. And your wi fe's name is?"

"Ms. Curtis."

"Of course.”

The doctor finished his exam nation and pulled the sheet back up to
Tuck's wai st. "You should be on your feet in a few days. W'll nove you to
your bungal ow this afternoon. | think you'll find everything you need there,
but if you do need anything, please let us know "

A gin and tonic, Tuck thought. "I'd like to find out what happened to the

guy who was piloting ny boat."

"As | told you, the islanders found you and a few pi eces of your boat."
There was a finality in his voice that made it clear that he didn't want to
tal k about Kim or the boat.

Tuck pressed on. Respect for authority had never been his long suit. "I
guess |I'1l ask around when | get out of here. Maybe he washed up on a
different part of the island. | renmenber being hung in a tree with him by an
ol d canni bal . "

Tuck saw a frown cross the doctor's face like a fleeting shadow, then the
prof essional smile was back. "M . Case, there haven't been any cannibals in
these islands for a hundred years. Besides, | will have to ask you to stay
i nsi de the conpound while you are here. You'll have access to beaches and
there's plenty of roomto roam but you won't be having any contact with the
i sl anders. "

"Why, | mean if they saved ne?"

"The Shark People have a very closed society. W try not to intrude on
that any nore than is necessary for us to do our work."

"The Shark Peopl e? Wiy the Shark Peopl e?"

"I"lIl explainit all to you when you are feeling better. R ght now you
need to rest." The doctor took a syringe froma netal drawer by the wall and
filled it froma vial of clear fluid, then injected it into Tuck's IV. "Wen
do you think you'll be ready to fly?"

Tuck felt as if a veil of gauze had been thrown over his m nd. Everything
in the roomwent soft and fuzzy. "Not real soon if you keep giving ne that
stuff. Ww, what was that? Hey, you're a doctor. Do you think we taste |ike
Spanf"

He was going to ask anot her question, but somehow it didn't seemto
matter anynore.

The Sorcerer storned into the Sky Priestess's bungal ow, stripped off his
lab coat, and threw it into the corner. He went to the open kitchen, ripped
open the freezer, pulled out a frosty fifth of Absolut, and poured a triple
shot into a water glass that froze and steamed like dry ice in the humdity.
"Malink lied," he said. Then he tossed back half the glass and grabbed his
tenmpl es when the cold hit his brain.

The Sky Priestess | ooked up fromher nmagazine. "Alittle stressed,
darling?" She was Lying out on the |lanai, naked except for a w de-brinmed
straw hat, her white skin shining in the sun |like pearl

The Sorcerer joined her and fell onto a chaise |ounge, a hand stil
cl anped on his tenples. "Case says there was another man with himon the
i sland. He said an old cannibal hung themin a tree."

"I heard him" the Sky Priestess said. "He's delirious?"

"I don't think so. | think Malink lied. That they found the boat pil ot
and didn't tell us."

She noved next to himon the chaise | ounge and pried the glass of vodka
out of his hand. "So send the ninjas on a search mssion. You're paying them
They might as well do sonething."

"That's not an option and you know it."

"Well, then go yourself. O call Malink on it. Tell himthat you know
t here was another man and you want hi m brought here chop-chop."



"I think we're losing them Beth. Mlink wouldn't have dared lie to ne a
month ago. It's that dream He dreams that Vincent is sending thema pilot,
then you tell himit's not true, then a pilot washes up on the reef."

The Sky Priestess drained the glass of vodka and handed it back to him
enpty. "Yeah, nothing fucks up a good religion like the intervention of a rea
god. "

"I wish you wouldn't talk that way."

"So what are you going to do, after you get a refill, | nean?"

The Sorcerer |ooked up at her as if noticing her for the first tine.
"Beth, what are you doing out here? The Priestess of the Sky does not have a
tan."

She reached under the chaise | ounge and cane up with a plastic bottle of
l[otion. "SPF 90. Relax, 'Bastian, this stuff would keep ne creany white in a
nucl ear flare. You want to rub some on nme?" She pushed her hat back on her
head so he coul d see the predator seriousness in her eyes.

"Beth, please. I"'mon the cusp of a crisis here."

"It's not a crisis. It's obvious why the Shark People are getting
restless.”

"It is?"

"No one has been chosen in over two nonths, 'Bastian."

He shook his head. "Case isn't ready to fly."

"Well, get himready."

30
Fashi on Statenents

Kim sat under a coconut pal moutside of the bachel ors' house sul ki ng.
Hs flowered dress was gone and he wore a blue thu, the long saronglike
| oi ncl oth worn by the Shark men. Gone too was his blond wig, his high heels,
and his best friend, Roberto, whom he had not seen since the cannibal tree.
Now it | ooked as if he had no place to sleep. Sepie had thrown himout.

Sepi e came out of the bachelors' house wearing Kim's floral dress and
glared at him She paused on the coral pathway. "I am not a nonkey," she said.
Then she picked up a stone fromthe path and hurled it at him barely mssing
hi s head.

Kim scuffled to the | eeward side of the tree and peeked around. "I
didn't say you were a nonkey. | said that if you didn't shave your |egs, you
woul d soon | ook |ike a nonkey."

A rock whizzed by his face so close he could feel the wind of it. She was
getting nore accurate with each throw. "You know nothing," she said. "You are
just a girl-man."

Kim dug a stone fromthe sand at his feet and hurled it at her, but his
heart wasn't in it and it mssed her by five feet. In English he said, "You
just a poxy oar with a big mouth." He hoped this verbal nissile hit closer to
hone. They were the last words of Malcolne, Kinm's pinp back in Manila. In
retrospect, Ml colne's mstake had been one of menory He had forgotten that
the overly made-up little aid standing in front of himwith a machete was, in
fact, a wiry young man with the anger of hundreds of beatings burning in his
nenory.

"I no have the pox," Kim said to Ml col me, whose | ook of surprise
remai ned fixed even as his head rolled into the corner of the hotel room
where a rat darted out and gently licked his shortened neck

"I no have the pox," Sepie said in English, punctuating her statenent
with a thrown |unmp of coral.

"I know," Kim said. "I'msorry | say that." He skul ked off down the
beach.

Sepi e stood outside the bachelors' house watching him totally disarmed.
No man had ever apol ogi zed to her before.



Kim hadn't nmeant to hurt her feelings. Sonetinmes it takes a thick skin
to trade beauty tips with a girlfriend. Sepie was naturally pretty, but she
didn't understand fashion. Wiy bother to put on a pretty dress if you're going
to have nonkey | egs and tufts of hair hanging out from under your arns naking
it look Iike bats hanging there?

Bats. Kim missed Roberto.

The Shark men wouldn't talk to him the wonen ignored him except for
Sepi e, who was angry at hi mnow, and even Tucker had been taken away to the
other side of the island. Kim was lonely. And as he wal ked down the beach
past the children playing with a trained frigate bird, past the nen | ounging
in the shade of an enpty boathouse, his loneliness turned to anger. He turned
up the beach and took a path into the village to | ook for a weapon. It was
time to go see the old canni bal

Qut si de each of the houses, near the cook sheds, stood an iron spike--a
pi ck head that was driven into the ground and used to husk coconuts. Kim
stopped at one house and yanked on the spike, but it wouldn't budge. He noved
bet ween t he houses, vacant now in the early norning, the wonen working in the
taro field, the men lounging in various patches of shade. He peeked into a
cook shed, and there, by the pot that held the crust of this nmorning's rice,
he found a | ong chefs knife. He | ooked around to nmake sure that no one was
wat chi ng, then bolted into the shed and snatched the knife, fitting it into
his thu so that only the handl e protruded at the small of his back

Ten mnutes later he was hiding in a patch of giant ferns, watching the
ol d cannibal roll coconut husk fibers into rope on his |eathery old thighs. He
sat with his back against a palmtree, his legs straight out in front of him
pulling the fibers that had been soaked and separated out of a basket and
nmeasuring by feel the right anbunt to add to the coil of cord that was
buil ding on the ground beside him Fromtine to tinme he stopped and took a
drink froma jar of mlky liquid that Kim was sure was al coholic tuba. Good,
he was drunk.

Kim noved slowy around the house, staying in the undergrowth of ferns
and el ephant ears, careful not to kick up any of the coral gravel that rang
like broken glass if you didn't place your feet carefully.

Once he was behind the old man, he drew the knife fromthe small of his
back and nmoved forward to kill that man who had eaten his friend.

From t he wi ndow of his new quarters Tucker Case watched the Japanese
guards nove through the conpound carrying pal mfronds and broken branches,
detritus of the typhoon, which they piled in an open space at the side of the
hangar to dry in the sun. They were dressed like a police SWAT team in black
coveralls with baseball caps and paratrooper boots, and if he squinted, they
| ooked |i ke giant worker ants cleaning out the nest. Fromtinme to tinme one of
t he guards woul d | ook toward his bungal ow, then quickly turn away when he saw
Tucker standing in the window in his pajamas. He had given up waving to them
after the fist hour of being ignored.

He'd been in the one-room bungal ow for four days now, but this was the
fist time he'd felt well enough to get up and nove around, other than to use
t he bathroom which to his surprise, had hot and cold running water, a flush
toilet, and a shower stall made of gal vanized netal. The walls were tightly
woven grass between a sturdy franme of teak and mahogany | ogs; the floor was
unfi ni shed teak, sanded snmooth and pink; and the furniture was w cker wth
brightly col ored cushions. A ceiling fan spun | anguidly above a doubl e bed
that was draped with a canopy of nosquito netting. The wi ndows | ooked out on
t he conpound and hangar on one side and through a grove of palmtrees to the
ocean on the other. He could see several bungal ows perched near the beach, a
smal I dock, and the cinder-block hospital building, its tin roof arrayed with
ant ennae, solar electric panels, and a nassive satellite dish.



Tuck backed away fromthe wi ndow and sat down on the w cker couch. A few
m nutes on his feet and he felt exhausted. He was twenty pounds lighter than
when he had | eft Houston and there wasn't a six-inch patch of skin on his body
that didn't have sone kind of bandage on it. The doc had said that between the
cuts on his arms, knees, and scal p, he had taken a hundred sutures. The first
time he looked in the little mrror in his bathroom he thought he was | ooki ng
at a human version of the mangy feral dog he'd seen on Truk. Hi s blue eyes |ay
like dull ice in sunken brown crates and his cheeks were drawn into his face
like a mumm fied bog man's. His hair had been bl eached white by the sun and
stuck out in strawdry tufts between pink patches where the doctor had shaved
his scalp to stitch himup. He took small confort in the fact that there were
no wonen around to see him No real women, anyway. The doctor's wi fe, who cane
several times a day to bring himfood or to change his bandages, seened
robotic, like some Stepford/Barbie hybrid with the snmooth sexl ess carri age of
a mannequin and a personality pulled out of an Ei senhower-era soap conmerci al
She nade the straight-laced cosnetic reps fromhis past seemlike a tribe of
pi | | box nynpho hose hunters.

There was a tap on the door and Beth Curtis breezed in carrying a wooden
serving tray with plates of pancakes and fresh fruit. "M . Case, you're up
Feel i ng better today?"

She set the tray down on the coffee table in front of him and stepped
back. Today she was in pleated khaki pants and a white bl ouse w th puffed
shoul ders. Her hair was tied back with a big white bow at the back of her
neck. She m ght have just wal ked out of a Stewart G anger safari novie.

"Yes, better," Tuck said, "But | wore nyself out just walking to the
wi ndow. "

"Your body is still fighting off the infection. The doctor will be by
soon to give you sone antibiotics. For now you need to eat." She sat on the
chair across fromhim

Tuck cut a divot out of the stack of pancakes with a fork arid speared it
t hrough a piece of papaya. After the first bite, he realized how hungry he
really was and began wol fi ng down t he pancakes.

Beth Curtis snmiled. "Have you had a chance to | ook over the manuals for
t he airpl ane?"

Tuck nodded, his nouth still full. She'd left the operations manual s on
his bed two days ago. He'd | eafed through them enough to know that he coul d
fly the thing. He swallowed and said, "I used to fly a Lear 25 for Mary Jean

This one is a little faster and has | onger range, but basically it's the sane.
Shoul dn't be a problem"

"Ch, good," she said, sporting one of her plastic smles. "Wien will you
be able to fly?"

Tucker put down his fork. "MB. Curtis, | don't nean to be rude, but what

in the hell is going on around here?"
"Regardi ng what, M. Case?"
"Well, fist, regarding the man | canme to this island with. | was sick

but | wasn't hallucinating. W were strung up in a tree by an old native guy
and cut down by a bunch of others. Wat happened to ny friend?"

She shifted in her chair, and the w cker crackled |Iike snapping rat
bones. "My husband told you what the islanders told us, M. Case. The natives
l[ive on the other side of the island. They have their own society, their own
chief, their own lans. W try to take care of their nmedical needs and bring a

few souls into the fold, but they are a private people. I'll ask them about
your friend. If I find out anything, I'Il let you know. " She stood and
strai ghtened the front of her sl acks.

"I'"d appreciate that," Tuck said. "I promsed himl'd get himback to Yap

and | owe him some noney. The natives didn't find ny backpack, did they? My
nmoney was in it."

She shook her head. "Just the clothes you had on. W burned them
Fortunately, you and Sebastian are about the same size. Now, if you'll excuse
me, M. Case, | have sone work to do. Sebastian will be along in a bit with



your nedicine. I'mglad you' re feeling better." She turned and wal ked out the
door into the blinding sunlight.

Tucker stood and watched her wal k across the conpound. The Japanese
guards stopped their work and |l eered at her. She spun on them and waited, her
hands on her hips, until one by one they lost their courage and returned to
their work, not enbarrassed but afraid, as if neeting her direct gaze m ght
turn themto frost. Tuck sat down to his hal f-eaten pancakes and shivered,
thinking it nust be the fever

A half hour later the doctor entered the bungal ow. Tucker was spread out
on the couch descending into a nap. They'd been doing this since they'd noved
himto the bungal ow, tag-team ng him one showing up at |east every hour to
check on him bring himfood or medicine, change the sheets, take his
tenperature, help himto the bathroom w pe his forehead. It |ooked Iike
concerned care, but it felt |ike surveillance.

Sebastian Curtis took a capped syringe fromhis coat pocket as he crossed
the room

Tuck sighed. "Another one?"

"You must be feeling Iike a pin cushion by now, M. Case. | need you to
roll over."
Tuck rolled over and the doctor gave himthe injection. "It's either this

or the IV. W' ve got this infection on the run, but we don't want it to get a
foot hold again."

Tuck rubbed his bottom and sat up. Before he could say anything, the
doctor stuck a digital thernmoneter in his nouth.

"Beth tells ne that you' re worried about your friend, the one you say
cane to the island w th you?"

Tuck nodded.

"I"lIl check intoit, | promse you. In the nmeantime, if you're feeling up
toit, Beth and | would like you to join us for dinner. Get to know each ot her
alittle. Let you know what's expected of you." He pulled the thernoneter out
of Tuck's mouth and checked it but rmade no comrent. "You up for dinner

t oni ght ?"
"Sure,"” Tuck said. "But..."
"Good. W'l eat at seven. |'Il have Beth bring you down sone cl ot hes.

|'"msorry about the hand-nme-downs, but it's the best we can do for now " He
started to | eave.

"Doc?"

Sebastian turned. "Yes."

"You' ve been out here, what, thirty years?"

The doctor stiffened. "Twenty-eight. Wy?"

"Well, Ms. Curtis doesn't |ook..."

"Yes, Beth is quite a bit younger than | am But we can tal k about al
that at dinner. You should probably rest now and | et those antibiotics do
their work. | need you healthy, M. Case. We have a round of golf to play."

"CGol f?"

"You do play, don't you?"

Tuck took a second to catch up with the abrupt change of subject, then
said, "You play golf here?"

"I ama physician, M. Case. Even in the Pacific we have Wdnesdays."
Then he smiled and | eft the bungal ow

31

Revenge: Sweet and Low in Calories

Sarapul twisted the last of the fibers into his rope and drew his knife
to trimthe ragged end. It was a good knife, made in Germany, with a thin

flexible blade that was perfect for filleting fish or cutting mcrothin slices
from coconut stems to keep the tuba running. He'd had the knife for ten years



and he kept it honed and polished on a piece of tanned pig hide. The bl ade
flashed blue as he picked it up and he saw the face of vengeance reflected in
the metal .

Wt hout turning, he said, "The young ones are going to kill you."

Kim stopped, his knife held ready to strike the old man in the neck
"You ate ny friend."

Sarapul gripped his knife blade down so he might turn and slash at the
same time. There was no qui ckness in his bones, though. The Filipino would
kill himbefore he got hal fway around. "Your friend is with the white Sorcerer
and Vincent's bitch. Mlink took him away."

"Not that one. Roberto. The bat."

"Bats are taboo. W don't eat bats on Alualu."

Kim |owered his knife an inch. "You are not supposed to eat people
ei ther, but you do."

"Not people |I know. Come over here where | can see you. | amold and ny
neck won't turn that far around."”

Kim wal ked a crescent around the tree and crouched at ready in front of
the ol d man.

Sarapul said, "You were going to kill ne.

"If you ate Roberto."

"I like that. Nobody kills anybody anynore. Ch, the young ones are
tal king about killing you, but I think Malink will talk themout of it."

Kim cleared his throat. "Were you going to eat ne when they killed nme?"

"Someone brought that up at the drinking circle. | don't remenber who."
"Then how do | know you did not eat Roberto?"
"Look at nme, little one. | ama hundred years old naybe. Sonetines | go

to the beach to pee and the tides change before ny water comes. How would |
catch a bat?"

Kim sat down on the ground across fromthe old nan and dropped his knife
in the gravel. "Sonething happened to Roberto. He flew off."

"Maybe he found a girl bat," Sarapul said. "Maybe he will come back. You
want a drink?" The old cannibal offered his jar of tuba to Kim, who | eaned
forward and snatched it before retreating out of knife range.

Kim took a sip and grimaced. "Why are they going to kill ne?"

"They say you are a girl-man and that you nake Sepie forget her duties as
m spel. And they don't like you. Don't worry, no one kills anyone anynore. It
is just drunk talk."

Kim hung his head. "Sepie sent ne away fromthe bachel ors' house. She is
mad at me. | have nowhere to go."

Sarapul nodded in synpathy, but said nothing. He'd been exiled for so
long that he'd gotten used to the alienation, but he remenbered how he had
felt when Malink had first bani shed him

"You speak our |anguage pretty good," Sarapul said.

"My father was from Satawan. He was a great navigator. He taught ne."

"You're a navigator?" In the old days the navigators stood above even the
chi ef s--and just below the gods. As a boy, Sarapul idolized the two navigators
of Alualu. The | ong-dead dream of his boyhood surfaced and he renenbered
ream ng fromthem watching themdraw star charts in the sand and stand at the
beach lecturing on tides and currents and wi nds. He had wanted to be a
navi gator, had begun the training, for in the rigid caste system of the Yapese
islands it was the one way for a man to distinguish hinmself. But one of the
navi gators had died of a fever and the other was killed in a fight before he
could pass on his knowl edge. The navigators and warriors were ghosts of the
past. If this girl-man was a navigator, then the bachelors were piss ants to
talk of killing him Sarapul felt infused with an energy he hadn't felt in
years.

"I can show you sonething," Sarapul said. He tried to clinb to his feet
and fell back into a crouch. Kim took himby a bony arm and hel ped hi mup
"Come, " Sarapul said.

The old man led Kim down the path to the beach and stopped at the



water's edge. He began to sing, his voice like dried pal mleaves rattling in
the wind. He waved his arns in arcs, then threw themw de to the sky so that
his chest |ooked as if it mght crack open like a rotten breadfruit. And the
wi nd cane up

He took handfuls of sand and cast theminto the wi nd, then clapped his
hands and resumed singing until the pal ms above them were waving in the w nd.
Then he st opped.

"Now we wait," he said. He pointed out to sea. "Watch there."

A columm of fog rose off the ocean at the horizon and boiled bl ack and
silver into a huge thunderhead. Sarapul clapped his hands again and a
lightning bolt ripped out of the cloud and across the sky like a jagged white
fissure in blue glass. The thunderclap was instant, deafening, and crackled
for a full ten seconds.

Sarapul turned to Kim, who was staring at the thunderhead with his mouth
open. "Can you do that?"

Kimi shook off his astonishment with a shiver. "No, | never |earned that.
My father said he could send the thunder, but | didn't see himdo it."

Sarapul grinned. "Ever eat a guy?"

Kimi shook his head. "No."

"Tastes |ike Spam" Sarapul said.

"I heard that."

"I can teach you to send the thunder. | don't know the stars, though."

"I know the stars,” Kim said.

"CGo get your things," Sarapul said.

32
The M ssionary Position

The guards cane for Tucker at sunset, just as he was slipping into the
cotton pants and shirt the doctor had left for him The doctor's clothes were
at least three sizes too big for him but with the bandages he had to put them
over, that was a blessing. He still had his own sneakers, which he put on his
bare feet. He asked the guards to wait and they stood just inside his door, as
straight and silent as terra-cotta sol diers.

"So, you guys speak English?"

The guards didn't answer. They watched him

"Japanese, huh? |'ve never been to Japan. | hear a Big Mac goes for
twel ve bucks."

He waited for sone response and got none. The Japanese stood inpassive,
silent, small beads of sweat shining through their crew cuts.

"Sorry, guys, |I'd love to hang around with you chatterboxes, but |I'm due
for dinner with the doc and his wife."

Tuck linped to the guards and offered each an armin escort. "Shall we
go?"

The guards turned and | ed himacross the conpound to one of the bungal ows
on the beach. The guards stopped at the steps of the |l anai and Tuck dug into
his pants pockets. "Sorry guys, no cash. Have the concierge put a couple of
yen on ny bill."

The doctor cane through the french doors in a white ice creamsuit,
carrying a tall iced drink garnished with nmango. "M . Case, you're | ooking
much better. How are you feeling?"

"Not hing wong with me one of those won't cure."

Sebastian Curtis frowned. "I'mafraid not. You shouldn't drink al coho
with the antibiotics | have you on."

Tucker felt his guts twist. "Just one won't hurt, will it?"

"I"'mafraid so. But I'll make you one w thout alcohol. Conme in. Beth is

maki ng a wonderful grouper in ginger sauce."
Tucker went though the french doors to find a bungal ow decorated nuch



like his own, only larger. There was an open kitchen nook where Beth Curtis
was stirring something with a wooden spoon. She | ooked up and smiled. "M.
Case, just in time. | need someone to taste this sauce.” She was wearing a
cream col ored Joan Crawford nunmber with mddl e |inebacker shoul der pads and
buf f - col ored hi gh heels. The dress was straight out of the forties, but Tuck
had been around Mary Jean | ong enough to know that Ms. Curtis had dropped at
| east five hundred bucks on the shoes. Evidently, missionary work paid pretty
wel I .

She held a hand under Tuck's chin as she presented the spoon. The sauce
was sweet citrus with a piquant bite toit. "It's good," he said. "Really
good. "

"No fibbing, M. Case. You're going to have to eat it."

"No, | like it."

"Well, good. Dinner will be ready in about a half hour. Now, why don't
you men take your drinks out on the lanai and let a girl do her magic."

Sebasti an handed Tuck an icy glass filled with an orange |iquid and
gar ni shed with nmango. "Shall we?" he said, |eading Tuck back outside.

They stood at the railing, |ooking out at the moon reflecting in the
ocean.

"Wuld you be nore confortable sitting, M. Case?" the doctor asked.

"No, I'mfine. And please call ne Tuck. Anyone calls me M. Case nore
than three tinmes, | start thinking |'mgoing to get audited."

The doctor |aughed, "W can't have that. Not with the kind of noney
you're going to be naking. But legally, you know, it's tax-free until you take
it back into the United States."

Tuck stared out at the ocean for a nmonment, wondering whether it was tine
to give this gift horse a dental exam There was just too danmm nuch noney
showi ng on this island.

The equi pnent, the plane, Beth Curtis's clothes. After Jake Skye's
| ecture, Tuck had imagi ned that he m ght encounter sone sweaty drug-snuggling
doctor with a Walther in his belt and a coke whore wife, but these two could
have just flown in froman upscale church social. Still, he knew they were
Lying to him They had referred to the Japanese as the "staff," but he'd seen
one of them carrying an Uzi out behind the hangar. He was going to ask, he
really was, but as he funed to face the doctor, he heard a soft bark at the
end of the lanai and | ooked up to see a large fruit bat hanging fromthe edge
of the tin roof. Roberto.

The doctor said, "Tucker, about the drinking."

Tuck pulled his gaze away fromthe bat. The doctor had seen him "Wat

dri nki ng?"
"You know that we saw the reports on your--how should | put it?"
"Crash."
"Yes, on your crash. I'mafraid, as | told you, we can't have you

drinking while you' re working here. W may need you to fly on very short
notice and we can't risk that you mght not be ready."

"That was an isolated incident," Tuck lied. "I really don't drink nuch."

"Just a monentary | apse of judgnent, | understand. And it nmay seem a bit
draconi an, but as long as you don't drink or go out of the conpound,
everything will be fine."

"Sure, no problem" Tuck was watching the bat over the doctor's shoul der
Roberto had unfurled his wings and was funing in the sea breeze like an
i nverted weat her vane. Tuck tried to wave himoff behind the doctor's back

"I know this may all seemvery limting, but |I've worked with the Shark
People for a long time, and they're very sensitive to contact with outsiders."

"The Shark People? You said you' d explain that."

"They hunt sharks. Mst of the natives in Mcronesia won't eat shark. In
fact, it's taboo. But the reef fish here often have a high concentration of
neur ot oxi n, so the natives devel oped shark as a food source. You would think
that the sharks, being higher on the food chain, would have a higher



concentration of the toxin, wouldn't you?"

"You'd think," Tuck said, having no idea whatsoever what the doctor was
t al ki ng about .

"They don't, though. It's as if sonething in their systemneutralizes the
toxin. 1've done a little research in ny spare tine."

"I"ve seen a lot of shark shows on the Discovery Channel. They go on and
on about how harm ess sharks are. It's bullshit. Half of these stitches you
put in me are because of a shark attack."

"Maybe they don't have cable," the doctor said.

Tuck fumed to him anazed. "A joke, Doc?"

The doctor looked a little enbarrassed. "I'm going to go see how di nner
is comng along. I'll be right back." He turned and went into the house.

Tucker bolted to the end of the |anai where Roberto was hangi ng. "Shoot
Go away. "

Roberto nmade a trilling noise and tried to catch Tuck's drink with his
wi ng cl aw.

"Ckay, you can have the mango, but then you have to get out of here."
Tucker held out the piece of cut mango and the fruit bat took it in his w ng
claw and slurped it down.

"Now get out of here," Tucker said. "Go find Kim. Shoo, shoo -"

Roberto tilted his head and said, "Back off on these people, Tuck. You
push themtoo hard, they'll pull your plug. Just keep your eyes open."

Tuck nmoved away fromthe bat with stiff jerking steps out of the line
dance of the undead. The bat had said something. It was a tiny voice, high but
raspy, the voice of a chain-snoking Topo G gio, but it was clear. "You didn't
tal k," Tucker said.

"Ckay," said Roberto. "Thanks for the mango."

Roberto took off, the beat of his wings |ike the shuffle of a deck of
| eat her cards. Tuck backed through the french doors into a w cker enperor's
chair and sat down.

"Come sit," Beth Curtis said as she carried a tray to the table.

"Di nner's ready."

"What kind of drugs have you been giving nme, Doc?"

"Broad- spectrum anti biotics and sone Tyl enol. Wy?"

"Any chance they coul d cause hal |l uci nati ons?"

"Not unless you were allergic, and we'd know that by now Why?"

"Just wondering."

Beth Curtis came to himand patted his shoulder. Her nails, he noticed,
were perfect. "You had a fever when they brought you in. Sonetimes that can
give a person bad dreanms. | think you'll feel a lot better after a good neal."

She hel ped himup and led himto the table, which was set with a white
tabl ecl ot h and bl ack |inen napkins around a centerpiece of orchid sprigs
arranged in a crystal bow . A whole grouper stared up between fanned slices of
plantain on a serving tray, his eye a little dry but clear and accusing.

Tuck said, "If that thing starts talking, | want to be sedated--and right
now. "

"Ch, M. Case." Beth Curtis rolled her eyes and | aughed as they sat down
to dinner.

Tuck could al nost feel his body absorbing the nourishment. He told them
the story of his journey to the island, exaggerating the danger aspect and
gl ossing over his injuries, Kim, and his craving for alcohol. He didn't
mention Roberto at all. By the time Tucker was in the typhoon, the Curtises
were well into their second bottle of white wine. Beth's cheeks were flushed
and her eyes sparkled with enthusiasmfor Tuck's every word.

Tuck really intended to ask about Kinmi, their cryptic messages, the
guards, the rules for his enployment, and of course, where the hell all the
nmoney cane from but instead he found hinself playing to Beth Curtis like a
conedi an on a roll and he left the bungal ow at nidnight quite taken with both
hi msel f and the doctor's w fe.

The Curtises stood armin armat the door as the guards escorted Tucker



back to his quarters. Hal fway across the conpound, he did a giddy turn and
waved to them feeling as if he had been the one to consune two bottles of
Wi ne.
"What do you think?" the Sorcerer asked his wife.
"Not a problem" she said, keeping a parade snile pointed Tuck's way.
"I really expected himto be a little nore resistant to our conditions."
"As if he's in a position to bargain. The nan has nothing, is nothing. He

shatters this little illusion we've given himand he has to face hinsel f."
"He | ooks at you like you're sone sort of beatific vestal virgin. | don't
like it."

"I can handle that. You just get flyboy ready to do his job."

"He'll be able to fly within a week. He brought up his navigator again
while we were outside."

"If he's here, you'd better find him"

"I"l1l speak to Malink tonight. The Mcro Spirit is due in day after
tomorrow. If we find the navigator, we can send hi mback on the ship."

"Dependi ng on what he's seen," she said.

"Yes, dependi ng on what he knows."

Tucker Case entered his bungal ow feeling satisfied and full of hinself.
Soneone had fumed on the lights in his absence and funmed down the bed. "Wat,
no mnt on the pillow?"

He changed into a pair of the doctor's pajama bottons and grabbed a
paper back spy novel froma stack sonmeone had |l eft on the coffee table.

They had a TV. There had been a TV in the Curtises' bungal ow. He'd have
to ask themto get himone. No, dammit, demand a television. Wiat did Mary
Jean al ways say? "You can sell all day, but if you don't ask for the noney,
you haven't made a sale."” Good food, good noney, and a great aircraft to
fly--he'd stunbled into the best gig on the planet. | amthe Phoenix, rising
fromthe ashes. | amthe coneback kid. I amthe entire 1980 gol d- nedal - wi nni ng
U S. Adynpic hockey team | amthe fucking wal rus, coo-coo ka-choo.

He went into the bathroomto brush his teeth, caught his reflection in
the mrror. H's mood went terminal. | am never going to get laid again as |ong
as | live. | should have pressed them about Kim. | didn't even ask about what
in the hell kind of cargo I'"'mgoing to be flying. I ama spineless worm |'m
scum |'mthe H ndenburg, I'm M chael M| ken, Richard N xon. |'m seeing ghosts
and bats that talk and I'm stuck on an island where the only woman makes
Mot her Theresa |l ook like a lap dancer in a | eper colony. I amthe man who put
the Fin failure, the P in pathetic, the Gin gullible. I amthe ringworm
poster boy of Gangrene City. |'man insane, unenployed bus driver for the
death canp cartel

Tuck went to bed wi thout brushing his teeth.

33
Chasi ng the Scoop

Natives slept side by side, crisscrossed, and piled on the deck of the
Mcro Spirit until--with a thu showi ng here, or a |laval ava there, streamnms of
primary col or anong all that gelatinous brown flesh--it |ooked as if someone
had dropped a big box of candy in the hot sun and they had nelted together and
spilled their fillings. Amid the ness, Jefferson Pardee, rolled and pitched
with the ship, finding three sleeping children Lying on himwhen the ship
nmoved to starboard, a rotund island grandnot her washi ng agai nst hi m when the
ship listed to port. He'd been stepped on three tinmes by ashy callused feet,
once on the groin, and he was relatively sure he could feel lice crawiing in
hi s scal p.

Unable to sleep, he stood up and the nass noved anopeba-like into the



vacat ed deck space. A three-quarter moon shone high and bright, and Pardee
could see well enough to make his way through to the railing, only stepping on
one worman and evoking colorful island curses fromtwo nmen. Once at the rail
the warm wi nd washed away the cloying snmell of sweat and the rancid nut snell
of copra coming fromthe holds. The noon's reflection lay in the black sea
like a tossing pool of mercury. A pod of dol phins rode the ship's bow wave

i ke gray ghosts.

He took several deep breaths, relieved hinself over the side, then dug a
bent cigarette out of his shirt pocket. He lit it with a disposable lighter
and exhal ed a contrail of snmoke with a long sigh. Thirty years in the tropics
had given hima high tol erance for disconfort and inconveni ence, but the break
in routine was maddeni ng. Back on Truk, he'd be toweling off the snmell of
stal e beer and the residue of an oily tunble with a dollar whore, preparing to
pass out with a volunme of Mencken under his little air conditioner. No thought
of the day to come or the one just passed, for one was |ike the next and they
were all the same. Just cool cloudy sleep that made himfeel, if only for a
mnute, |ike that young M dwestern boy on an adventure, exhausted from passion
and fear, rather than a fat old man worn down by ennui

And here, in the salt and the noonlight, on the trail of a story or maybe
just a runor, he felt the fungus growing in his lungs, the pain in his | ower
back, the weight of ten thousand beers and half a mllion cigarettes and
thirty years of fish fried in coconut oil pressing on his heart, and none of
it--none of it--was so heavy as the possibility of dashed hopes. Wiy had he
opened hinself up to a future and failure, when he had been failing just fine

al ready?
"You can't sleep?" the mate said.
Pardee hadn't heard the wiry sailor nove to the rail. He was drinking a

Bud tal |l boy, against regul ations, and Pardee felt a craving twi st |like a worm
in his chest at the sight of the can

"You got another one of those?"

The mate reached into the deep front pocket of his shorts, pulled out
anot her beer, and handed it to Pardee. It was warm but Pardee popped the top
and drank off half of it in one gulp.

"How | ong before we make Al ual u?" Pardee asked.

"Three, maybe four hour. Sunrise. W drop you on north side of island,
you swmin."

"What ?" Pardee | ooked down to the black waves, then back at the mate.

"The doctor no | et anyone go on the island except to bring cargo. You
have to swmin on other side of island. Maybe half mle, maybe less.”

"How wi || | get back to the ship?"

"Captain say he will swi ng back around the island when we | eave. Captain
say he wait half an hour. You swimback out. We pick you up."

"Can't you send a boat?"

"No boat. No break in reef except on south side where we unl oad. W have
many fuel barrel and crates. You will have seven, maybe eight hour."

Pardee had seen the Spirit arrive in Truk | agoon a thousand tines; the
ship was al ways surrounded by outboards and canoes filled with excited
natives. "Maybe | can get one of the Shark People to ferry me." He did not
want to get in that water, and he certainly didn't want to swmhalf a nmle to
shore, wasn't sure he could.

"Shark People no have boat. They no | eave island."

"No boats?" Pardee was amazed. Living in these islands w thout a boat was
akin to living in Los Angeles without a car. It wasn't done; it couldn't be
done.

The mate patted Pardee's big shoulder. "You be fine. | have nmask and fins
for you."

"What about sharks?"

"Sharks afraid around there. On npost island people afraid of shark. On
Al ual u shark afraid of people."

"You' re sure about that?"



"No. "

"Ch, good. Do you have anot her beer?"

Three hours later the rising sun lay like a silver tray on the horizon
and Jefferson Pardee was having swimfins duct-taped to his feet by the first
mate. The deck bustled with excited natives eating rice balls and taro paste,
snoking cigarettes, shifting over the railings, and nilling around the ship's
store, trying to buy Cokes and Planter's cheese balls, Australian corned beef,
and, of course, Spam A small crowd had gathered around to watch the white man
prepare for his swm Pardee stood in his boxer shorts, naggot white except
for his forearns and face, which | ooked like they'd been dipped in red team
paint. The mate stuffed Pardee's cl othes and notebook into a garbage bag and
handed it to him then slathered the journalist with waterproof sunscreen, a
task on par with basting a hippo. Pardee snarled at a group of giggling
children and they ran off down the deck screaning

Pardee heard the ship's big screws grind to a halt and the mate unhooked
a chain gate set in the railing. "Junp," he said.

Pardee | ooked at the crystal water forty feet below "You' re out of your
fucking mind. Don't you have a | adder?"

"You can't clinb | adder with fins."

"Il take the fins off until | get in the water."

"No. Straps broken. You have to junp."

Par dee shook his head and the flesh on his shoul ders and back foll owed
suit. "lIt's not gonna happen."”

Suddenly the children Pardee had frightened came running around the
bridge |like a squealing pack of piglets. Two little boys broke formation and
ran toward the journalist, who | ooked around just as he felt four tiny brown
hands i nmpact with his back.

Par dee saw sky, then water, then sky, then the island of Alualu |aying on
the sea like a bad green toupee, then the inpact with the water took his
breath, ripped the mask fromhis face, and forced streans of brine into his
si nuses strong enough to bring bl ood.

Bef ore he could even find the surface, he heard the ship's screws begin
to grind as the Mcro Spirit steamed away.

Two excited boys shook Malink awake. "The ship is here and the Sorcerer
is comng!" The old chief sat up on his grass sleeping mat and wi ped the sl eep
fromhis eyes. He slept on the porch of his house, part of the stone
foundati on that had been there for eight hundred years. He stood on creaking
nmorni ng | egs and went to the bunch of red bananas that hung fromthe porch
roof. He tore off two bananas and gave themto the boys.

"Where did you see the Sorcerer?"

"He comes across Vincent's airstrip."

"CGood boys. You go eat breakfast now "

Mal i nk went to a stand of ferns behind his house, pulled aside his thu,
and waited to relieve hinself. This took |onger every day it seemed. The
Sorcerer had told Malink that he had angered the prostate nonster and the only
way to appease himwas to quit drinking coffee and tuba and to eat the bitter
root of the saw palnetto. Malink had tried these things for alnmst two ful
days before giving up, but it was too hard to wake up w thout coffee, too hard
to go to sleep without tuba, saw pal netto made his stonmach hurt, and he seened
to have a headache all the time. The prostate nonster would just have to
remain angry. Sonetimes the Sorcerer was w ong.

He finished and straightened his thu, passed a thundering cannonade of
gas, then went back to the sitting spot on the porch to get his cigarettes.
The wonen had nade a fire to boil water for coffee; the snoke fromthe burning
coconut husks wafted out of the corrugated tin cookhouse and hung |i ke bl ue
fog under the canopy of breadfruit, nahogany, and pal mtrees.

Malink lit a cigarette and | ooked up to see the Sorcerer coning down the
coral path, his white |lab coat stark against the browns and greens of the



vi | | age.

"Saswi tch" (good nmorning), Mlink said. The Sorcerer spoke their
| anguage.

"Saswi tch, Malink," the Sorcerer said. At the sound of his voice Mlink's
wi fe and daughters ran out of the cookhouse and di sappeared down the paths of
the vill age.

"Cof fee?" Malink asked in English

"No, Malink, there is no time today."

Mal i nk frowned. It was rude for anyone to turn down an offer of food or
drink, even the Sorcerer. "W have little Tang. You want Tang? Spacenen drink
it."

The Sorcerer shook his head. "Malink, there was another nman here with the
pilot you found. | need to find him™"

Mal i nk | ooked at the ground. "I no see any other man." The Sorcerer
didn't seemangry, but just the sane, Malink didn't like Lying to him He
didn't want to anger Vincent.

"I won't punish anyone if sonething happened to him if he was hurt or
drowned, but | need to know where he is. Vincent has asked ne to find him
Mal i nk. "

Mal i nk could feel the Sorcerer staring a hole in the top of his head.

"Maybe | see another man. | will ask at the nmen's house today. What he | ook
i ke?"

"You know what he looks like. | need to find hi mnow The Sky Priestess
will give back the coffee and sugar if we can find himtoday."

Mal i nk stood. "Come, we find him" He led the Sorcerer through the
vill age, which appeared deserted except for a few chi ckens and dogs, but
Mal i nk coul d see eyes peeking out fromthe doorways. How woul d he explain this
when they asked why the Sorcerer had conme? They passed out of the village,
went past the abandoned church, the graveyard, where great slabs of coral rock
kept the bodies fromfloating up through the soil during the rainy season, and
down the overgrown path to Sarapul's little house.

The ol d cannibal was sitting in his doorway sharpening his machete.

Mal i nk fumed to the Sorcerer and whi spered, "He rude sonetine. He very
old. Don't be mad."

The Sorcerer nodded.

"Saswi tch, Sarapul. The Sorcerer has conme to see you."

Sarapul | ooked up and glared at them He had red chicken feathers stuck
in his hair, two severed chicken feet hung froma cord above his head. "Al
the sorcerers are dead," Sarapul said. "He is just a white doctor."

Mal i nk | ooked at the Sorcerer apol ogetically, then fumed back to Sarapul
"He wants to see the man you found with the pilot."

Sarapul ran his thunmb over the edge of his machete. "I don't know what
happened to him Maybe he went swi nmming and a shark got him Mybe soneone eat
him"

Sebastian Curtis stepped forward. "He won't be hurt,"” he said. "W are
going to send himout on the ship."

"I want to go to the ship," Sarapul said. "I want to buy things. Wy
can't we go to the ship?"

"That's not the issue here, old man. Vincent wants this man found. If
he's dead, | need to know. "

"Vincent is dead."

The Sorcerer crouched down until he was eye-to-eye with the ol d canni bal

"You' ve seen the guards at the conpound, Sarapul. If the man isn't at the gate
in an hour, I'mgoing to have the guards tear the island apart until they find
him"

Sarapul grinned. "The Japanese? Good. You send them here." He swung his
machete in front of the sorcerer's face. "I have a present for them"

Curtis stood. "An hour." He turned and wal ked away.

Mal i nk anbl ed al ong behind him "Maybe he is right. Maybe the man drown
or sonething."



"Find him Mlink. | nmeant it about the guards. | want this man in an
hour . "

"He is gone," Sarapul said. "You can come out."

Kim dropped out of the rafters of Sarapul's little house. "Wat is he
t al ki ng about - - guar ds?"

"Ha!" Sarapul said. "He knows nothing. He didn't even know | had this."
Sar apul reached down and pull ed out a headl ess chicken he had been sitting on
"He is no sorcerer.”

"He said there were guards," Kim said.

Sarapul laid his chicken on the ground. "If you are afraid, you should

go.

"I have to find Roberto."

"Then |l et them send the guards,’
"They can die just like this chicken."

Kim stepped back fromthe old cannibal, who was on the verge of foamn ng
at the nouth. "We friends, right?"

"Build a fire," Sarapul said. "I want to eat ny chicken."

Sar apul said, brandishing his machete.

34
Water Hazard

Jefferson Pardee was trying desperately not to look like a sea turtle.
He' d managed to find the surface, catch his breath, and put his mask on. Bl ood
fromhis nose was now swi shing around inside it like brandy in a snifter
After locating the floating garbage bag that contained his clothes and
propping it under his chest as a life preserver, his main focus was not to
look like a turtle. To a shark living in the warm Pacific waters off Al ual u,
sea turtles were food. Not that there was any real danger of a shark making
that particular mstake. Even a nmentally chall enged shark woul d figure out
that sea turtles did not wear boxer shorts printed in flying piggies, and no
turtle woul d be yattering streanms of obscenities between chai n-snmoker gasps of

breath. Still, a couple of harm ess white-tipped reef sharks smelled bl ood in
the water and cruised by to check out the source, only to retreat, regretting
that in one hundred and twenty mllion years on the planet they had never

evol ved the equi prent to | augh.

The surf was calmand the tide | ow, and considering Pardee's buoyancy,
the swi m shoul d have been easy. But when Pardee saw the two bl ack shadows
cruise by below him his heart started playing a sternumrattling drum solo
that kept up until he barked his knees on the reef. An antler of coral caught
the plastic bag, stopping Pardee's progress long enough for himto notice that
here on the reef the water was only two feet deep. He flipped over on his
back, then sat on the coral, not really caring that it was cutting into his
bottom Waves | apped around himas he fought to catch his breath. He lifted
his mask and | et the blood run down his face and over his chest to expand into
a rusty stain in the water. Tiny blue and yellow reef fish rose around him
| ooking for food and nipping at his skin, tickling himlike teasing children

He | ooked toward the beach, perhaps two hundred yards away. |nside the
reef the danger of sharks was mninmal--mnimal enough that he would sit here
and rest for a while. He watched the waves breaking softly around him | apping
agai nst his back, and realized, with horror, that he was going to have to do
this again in a few hours, against the waves and probably the tide. He'd have
to find soneone with a boat; that was all there was to it.

Ten mi nutes passed before his heart slowed down and he was able to stee
hi s courage enough to swimthe final |eg. He picked out a stand of coconut
pal ms above a small beach and slid across the reef toward the island. He
ki cked slowly, scanning the water around himfor any sign of sharks. Except



for a noment of temporary terror when a manta ray with a seven-foot w ngspan
flew out of the blue and passed below him the swmto the beach was safe and
easy. If manta rays are going to be harnm ess, they should | ook nore harn ess,
Par dee thought. Fuckers | ook |ike aquatic Dracul as.

He sat in the wash at the water's edge and was tearing the tape that held
the fins on his feet when he heard a sharp mechanical click behind him He
fumed to see two nen in black pointing Uzis at his head. Pardee grinned.

"Koni chi-wa," he said. "You guys have a dry cigarette? | seemto have torn ny
gar bage bag."

A seven iron, Tuck, thought. After all these years | need a seven iron

Tucker Case did not play golf. He'd tried it once, and although he'd
enjoyed the drinking and driving the little electric car into the | ake, he
just didn't get the appeal. It seened--and he'd exan ned the gane closely
because his father had loved it--an awful lot Iike a bunch of rich white guys
i n goofy clothing wal king around on an absurdly large |lawn hitting absurdly
small white balls with crooked sticks. If the greens were at opposite ends of
the sane fairway and foursomes had to play agai nst each other, defending their
own green while assaulting the opponents' and risking getting hit with a bal
or a club at close quarters, well, then you' d have a gane. |If the gane was
scored on how qui ckly one got through the eighteen holes instead of the fewest
strokes and they dropped small-block Chevys into the little carts, why, then
you' d have yourself a gane. (Maybe put those little Ben-Hur food processors on
the wheels and make it legal to hamstring conpetitors.) But traditional golf,
as it was, had always left Tuck cold. Strange, then, that he absolutely
yearned for a seven iron, or maybe a shotgun

Tuck had been up since before dawn, awakened rudely and kept awake by
what seened like eight mllion roosters. It was now ten o' clock and they were
still going strong. Wat joy to feel the thwack of a seven iron on red
feathers, the satisfying inpact of balanced netal on poultry (suddenly
sil enced and somewhat tenderized for your trouble). He saw hinsel f wading into
a bucket of roosters, swinging his seven iron madly (but always keeping his
head down and his left armstraight), dealing death and destruction like the
Col onel ' s own avengi ng angel. Wl come to Tucker Case's chicken death canp, ny
little feathered friends. Now, kindly prepare to have your nuggets knocked
of f.

Tucker Case was not a norning person

He decided that he'd give themfive nore mnutes to shut up, then he was
going to get dressed and go borrow a seven iron fromthe doc. Five mnutes
| ater he was preparing to | eave when Beth Curtis knocked and opened his door
wi thout waiting for an answer. She was wearing di sposabl e surgical blues and a
hai rnet; she wore no nakeup and the vapid housewi fe snile was gone from her
eyes.

"M. Case, we need you to be ready to fly in two hours. Can you do it?"

"Uh, sure. | guess. \WWere are we goi ng?"
"Japan. The navigational settings should already be progranmed into the
pl ane's conputer. | need you to have your preflight finished and the Lear

fuel ed and on the runway, ready to go."

Tucker felt as if he was talking to a different person than the one he
had seen for the |ast week. There was no hint of the soft femninity, just
hard busi ness.

"I haven't had time to go over the controls for the Lear."

"You took the job, didn't you? Can you fly it?"

Tuck nodded.

"Then be ready in two hours.” She funmed and marched toward the hospita
buil di ng. Tuck started to follow her, then noticed noverment through the trees,
down by the beach: men unl oading fuel drunms froma |ongboat onto the pier. He
could see a white freighter anchored outside the reef.

"Ms. Curtis!" he called.



She fumed and regarded himlike an annoying insect. "Yes, M. Case."

"That ship. You didn't tell me there was a ship."

"It doesn't concern you. They are sinply delivering some supplies. Now
pl ease, prepare the plane."

"But if they're delivering supplies, why do we need to...?

"M. Case," she barked, "do your job. The doctor needs ne." She threw
open the hospital door and stepped inside.

"Ask himif | can borrow his seven iron," Tuck said weakly.

Tuck shuffled back toward his bungal ow. Just a few seconds in the sun had
gi ven hima headache and he felt as if he would pass out any second. He was
going to fly again. He was sick and dizzy and suffered fromtalking bat
hal | uci nati ons and he was going to get to do the only thing he had ever been
any good at. It scared the hell out of him

It had been fifty years since nen with guns had entered the village of
t he Shark People. As the four guards went from house to house, Malink wal ked
the paths of the village, his cordl ess phone in hand so the people could see
that he had things under control. He'd been calling the Sorcerer since the
four Japanese had arrived in the village, but he'd only gotten the answering
machi ne. He had told everyone to go inside their houses and not to resist the
guards, and even now the vill age seened deserted, except for the sobs of a few
frightened children. He could hear the guards kicking their way through the
coconut husks that had been piled in the cookhouses for fuel

Suddenly Favo was at his side. Favo, who had seen the coning of the

Japanese during the war, had seen the killing. "Wy does Vincent allowthis?"
Malink really didn't have an answer. He had lit the Z ppo and asked
Vincent that very nmorning. "It is the will of the Sorcerer, so it nust be the

will of Vincent. They want the girl-man."

"W should fight," Favo said. "W should kill the guards."

"Spears agai nst machi ne guns, Favo? Should the children grow up w thout
fathers like we did? No, they will find the girl-man and they will go away."

"The girl-man has gone to live with Sarapul. Did you tell then®"

"I told them | took the Sorcerer there."

The guards cane out of the old church and crunched in single file down
the path toward Favo and Malink. The old nen stood their ground, naking the
guards wal k into a stand of ferns to get around them They made no eye contact
and said nothing. Favo hurled a curse at them but it had been too | ong since
he had spoken Japanese and it was not a | anguage suited for swearing. He ended
up telling themthat their truck tires snelled of sardines, which elicited no
response what soever.

"Excellent curse,” Malink said, trying to raise his friend's spirits.

"It needs work. English is the best for swearing."

"They have machi ne guns, Favo."

"Fucki n" nooks," Favo sai d.

"Amen," Malink said, crossing hinmself in the sign of the B-26 bomnber.

The two old nmen fell in behind the guards, follow ng themfrom house to
house, waiting outside on the path so the villagers could see them when they
were roused out of their houses.

For the guards' part, it was a wholly unsatisfying endeavor. They had
been | ooking forward to kicking in sone doors, only to find that the Shark
Peopl e had no doors. There were no beds to throw over, no back rooms to burst
into, no closets, no place, in fact, where a nan could hide and not be exposed
by the nost perfunctory inspection. And the doctor had told themthat no one
was to be hurt. They did not want to make a m stake. For all the appearance of
mlitary efficiency, they were screwups to a nan. One, a former security guard
at a nucl ear power plant, had been fired for taking drugs; two were brothers
who had been dism ssed fromthe Tokyo police departnent for accepting Yakuza
bribes; the fourth, from ki nawa, had been a jujitsu instructor who had beaten



a German tourist to death in a bar over a gross mscarriage of karaoke. The
man who had recruited them put themin the black uniforns, and trained them
made it clear that this was their |ast chance. They had two choi ces: succeed
and become rich or die. They took their jobs very seriously.

"He m ght be in the trees," Favo said in Japanese. "Look in the trees!"

The guards scanned the trees as they marched, which caused themto bunp
into each other and stunble. Above themthere was a fluttering of wings. A
gl out of bat guano splatted across the Cki nawan's forehead. He threw t he bolt
on his Uzi and the air was filled with the staccato roar of nine mllineters
ri pping through the foliage. Wen at last the clip was enpty, pal mfronds
settled to the ground around them Frightened children screaned in their
not hers' arms, and Favo, who was Lying next to his friend with his arns thrown
over his head, snickered like an asthmatic hyena.

The guards scuffled for a monent, not sure whether to disarmtheir
conpani on or shove their clips honme and begin the nmassacre. Above the crying,
the scuffle, the snickering, and the tintinnabul ati on of residual gunfire, a
girl giggled. The guards | ooked up. Sepie stood in the doorway of the
bachel ors' house, naked but for a pair of panties she'd recently acquired from
a transvestite navigator. "Hey, sailors," she said, trying out a phrase she'd

al so acquired fromKim, "you want a date?" The guards didn't understand the
words, but they got the message.
"Go inside, girl," Malink scolded. Wnen, even the mspel, were not

permtted to show their thighs in public. Not even when sw nm ng, not when
bat hi ng, not when crappi ng on the beach, not ever

"Go back inside," Favo said. "Wen they go away, you will be beaten."

"I have been beaten before," Sepie said. "Now | will be rich."

"Tell her," Favo said to Mlink.

Mal i nk shrugged. His authority as chief worked only as long as his people
willingly obeyed him The key to retaining their respect was to find out what
they wanted to do, then tell themto do it. He levied the nbst severe
puni shrent he knew. "Sepie, you may not touch the sea for ten days."

She turned and wi ggled her bottomat him then disappeared into the
bachel ors' house. The stunned guards ceased their scuffle and noved
tentatively toward the doorway | ooking to each other for perm ssion

"This is your fault,” Malink said to Favo. "You shouldn't have started
gi ving her things."

"I didn't give her things," Favo said.

"You gave her things for"--and here Malink paused, trying to catch
hi nsel f before losing a friend--"for doing favors for you."

35
Free Press, My Ass

Jefferson Pardee sat on a nmetal office chair in the *, corner of a
wi ndowl ess ci nder-block room The guard stood by the metal door, his machine
gun trained on Pardee's hairy chest. The reporter was trying to affect an
attitude of innocence tenpered with a little righteous indignation, but, in
fact, he was terrified. He could feel his heartbeat clinbing into his throat
and sweat rolled down his back in icy streans. He'd given up on trying to talk
to the guards; they either didn't speak English or were pretendi ng they
didn't.

He heard the throw of the heavy bolt on the door and expected the other
guard to return, but instead a worman wearing surgical garb entered the room
Her eyes were the same color as the surgical blues and even in the oppressive
heat she | ooked chilly.

"At last," Pardee said. "There's been sone kind of mistake here." He
of fered his hand, trying not to show how unsteady he was, and the guard
threatened himwith the Uzi. "I'mJefferson Pardee fromthe Truk Star."



She nodded to the guard and he left the room Her voice was friendly, but
she wasn't smling.

"I"'mBeth Curtis. My husband runs the mission clinic on this island." She
didn't offer her hand. "lI'msorry you' ve been treated this way, M. Pardee,
but this island is under quarantine. W've tried to limt the contact with the
outside until we have a better handle on this epidenic."

"What epidenmic? | haven't heard anything about this."

"Encephalitis. It's a rare strain, airborne and very contagi ous. W don't
| et anyone off island who's been exposed."

Jefferson Pardee exhal ed a deep sigh of relief. So this was the big
story. O course he'd pronise not to say a word, but Time magazi ne would kil
for this. He'd | eave out the part about being taken prisoner in his flying
pi ggy boxers. "And the guards?"

"Wrld Health Organi zation. They've also given us an aircraft and | ab
equi pnrent, as |'msure you' ve seen.”

He'd seen an awful ot of |ab equi pnent as he was led through the little
hospital, but the aircraft was still a runor. He decided to go for the facts.
"You have a new Learjet, is that correct?"

"Yes." She seened genui nely taken aback by his coment. "How did you
know?"

"I have my sources," Pardee said, w shing he wore glasses so he could
take them off in a meaningful way.

"I"'msure you do. Information is like a virus sonetinmes, and the only way
to find a cure is to trace it to the source. Wio told you about the jet?"

Pardee wasn't giving anything for free. "How | ong have you known about
t he encephalitis?"

For the first tinme Pardee noticed that Beth Curtis had been hol di ng her
ri ght hand behi nd her back the entire tinme they had been tal king. He noticed
because when the hand appeared, it was holding a syringe. "M . Pardee, this
syringe contains a vaccine that nmy husband and | have devel oped with the help
of the Wrld Health Organizati on. Because you took it on yourself to sneak
onto Alualu, you have exposed yourself to a deadly virus that attacks the
nervous system The vaccine seenms to work even after exposure to the disease,
but only if administered in the first few hours. | want to give you this
vaccine, | really do. But if you insist on drawing out this little ganme of
l[iar's poker, then | can't guarantee that you won't contract the di sease and
die a horrible and painful death. So, that said, who told you about the jet?"

Pardee felt the sweat rising again. She hadn't raised her voice, there
wasn't even a detectable note of anger there, but he felt as if she was
holding a knife to his throat. Okay, to hell with the adventurous journalist.
He could still get a byline based on what she'd already told him "I talked to
a pilot who passed through Truk a few nonths ago."

"A few nonths ago? Not nore recent|y?"

"No. He said he was going to fly a jet for sone mssionaries on Alualu. |
came out to check it out."

"And that was all you heard? Just that we had a jet?"

"Yes, it's pretty unusual for a mssionary clinic to have noney for a
jet, wouldn't you say?"

She smled. "I guess it is. So how did you plan to get off the island
after you got your story?"

"The Mcro Spirit was going to pick me up on the other side of the
island. That's it. | was just curious. It's an occupational hazard."

"Who knows you're here, besides the crew of the Spirit?"

Par dee consi dered her question; what would be the best answer. Surely she
woul dn't let himdie of some dreaded di sease, but how stupid would he have
been to cone out here without telling anyone? "The people who work for ne at
the Star and a friend of mine at AP who | called for sone background before
left.”

"Ch, that's good," she said, still smling. Pardee couldn't help but fee
pl eased with hinmself. It had been a long tine since he'd gotten any



approval --or attention for that matter--froma beautiful woman.

She uncapped the syringe. "Now, before I give you the vaccine, a few
nmedi cal questions, okay?"

"Sure. Shoot."

"You snoke and drink to excess, correct?"

"I indulge fromtine to tine. Another occupational hazard."

"I see," she said. "And have you ever had a test for H V?"

"A nmonth ago. Clean as a whistle.” This was true. He'd been notivated to
take the test by a creepy rash on his stomach that fumed out to be caused by
skin-burrowing mtes. The medic with the Navy CAT team had given him an
ointnent that cleared it up in a few days.

"Have you ever had hepatitis, cancer, or kidney di sease?"

"Nope. "

"How about your fanmily? Anyone with a history of kidney di sease or
cancer ?"

"Not last tine | heard. | haven't talked with nmy famly in twenty-five
years."

She seened especially pleased at that. "And you're not married? No
chi | dren?"

"No. "

"Very good," she said. She plunged the needle into his shoul der and
pushed the pl unger.

"Quch. Hey, you could have warned ne. Aren't you supposed to swab that
wi th al cohol first or something?"

She stepped to the door and smiled again. "I don't think infection is
going to be a problem M. Pardee. Now don't panic, but in a mnute or so you
are going to go to sleep. | can't believe you bought that bit about the

encephalitis. People get stupid living in the tropics, don't you think?"

She went out of focus and the lines of the roomstarted to heave as if
the entire structure was breathing. "Wat was in...?" H's tongue was too
heavy; the words woul dn't cone.

"You don't have a staff end you didn't call anyone at AP, M. Pardee.
That was a stupid lie. We'll have to put 'self-inmportance' down under cause of
deat h. "

Pardee tried to stand, but his legs wouldn't obey him He slid off the
chair and his |l egs splayed straight out in front of him

Beth Curtis bent over him pushed her lips into a pout, and baby-tal ked.
"Ch, are his wittle wegs all wobbly?" She stood up straight and put her hands
on her hips. To Pardee her face floated |ike the moon through cl ouds.

She said, "You' re probably thinking that |I'm being unusually cruel to
tease a dying man, but you see, you're not dying right now Soon, but not
ri ght now "

Pardee tried to forma question, but the roomseenmed to go liquid and
crash over himlike a black wave.

Sebastian Curtis wal ked down the dock to where the crew of the Mcro
Spirit was unl oading fuel drunms froma | ongboat. He was wearing his white |ab
coat over Bermuda shorts and a Hawaiian shirt, a stethoscope hung from his
neck |like a medallion of power.

The Mcro Spirit's first mate, who was drinking a Coke while supervising
t he unl oadi ng, junped up on the dock to nmeet the doctor. "Good norning."

"Good norning," Curtis said. "Are you in charge here?"

"I'mthe first mate."

Curtis regarded the tattooed Tongan. "M . Pardee will be staying with us
for a while. He's asked me to tell you not to wait for him"

"That don't bother you?" the mate asked. It seened strange to him after
the effort Pardee had made to sneak onto the island.

"No, of course not. In fact, we've offered to fly M. Pardee to Hawaii
when he finishes his work."



The mate had never heard Pardee's nane in the sane sentence as the word
"work." It didn't sound right. Still, he had his job to do and the doctor was
payi ng doubl e freight for these barrels. He said, "lIs he going to pay his
fare?"

Curtis smled and pulled a wad of bills out of the pocket of his shorts.
"OfF course. He asked ne to give you the nobney. How nmuch is it?"

"From Truk, one way, is three hundred."

The doctor counted out a stack of twenties and held it out to the mate.
"Here's six hundred. M. Pardee asked nme to pay the round-trip fare, since
that's what he originally contracted for."

The mate stared at the stack of bills. He had known Jefferson Pardee for
ten years and had never even known the man to buy a beer; now he was just
giving himthree hundred extra dollars? Three hundred dollars that the conmpany
and the captain didn't know about. "Okay," he said. He snatched the noney out
of the doctor's hand and shoved it into his pocket before the crew could see.

He woul d get the whole crew drunk and they woul d toast the generosity of
Jef f erson Pardee

36
Return to the Sky

The Lear 45 was a working corporate issue, the seats upholstered in nuted
bl ues and grays, facing each other over small worktables. For sone reason
Tucker had expected sonething nore unusual : bright carnival colors with a
monkey in a flight attendant outfit perhaps; a stark netal interior stripped
for cargo; maybe stainless steel over enanel with a ot of conplicated nedica
gi znos. Nope, this was the standard, run-of-the-m Il station wagon nodel of
your basic four-mllion-dollar jet.

He slid into the pilot's seat and a rage of adrenaline coursed through
him as if his body was reliving the crash of the pink Gulfstream He fought
the urge to bolt, let the adrenaline jag settle to a | ow grade nausea, then
started his preflight checklist. Everything | ooked nominal; the instrunents
and controls were in place. He snapped on the power for the gauges and not hi ng
happened: no lights, no LEDs, nothing.

He felt the plane nove as someone canme up the retractable steps and
suddenly one of the guards reached around himand inserted a cylindrical key
into a socket on the instrunment board. The guard funed the key several tines
and the cockpit whirred to life.

"This thing has a main power cutoff?" Tuck said to the guard.

The guard renoved the key and wal ked of f the plane without saying a word.

"Nice chatting with you," Tuck said. He'd never seen a plane with an
ignition key and he was sure that this one was not factory-issue. VWhy? Wo
woul d steal a jet airplane? Wio could? | could, that's who. The doctor had
installed the key to keep himfromrepeating his performance in Seattle. The
m ssionary bastard didn't trust him

Tuck checked the navigation conputer. It was, as Beth Curtis had told
him set for an airfield in southern Japan. He watched as the LEDs on the nav
conputer came on, indicating that it was acquiring the satellites it needed to
| ocate his position. When three were lit, his longitude and | atitude flashed
on the screen; when a fourth satellite was acquired, he had his current
altitude: eight feet above sea |level. He thought of Kim navigating by the
stars and felt a twinge of guilt for not trying harder to find him He
resolved to | ook for the navigator personally when he got back to Al ual u.

He ran through the checklist and threw the autostart switches for the
engines. As the twin jets spooled up, Tuck felt his anxiety float away |ike an
exorci sed ghost. This is where he was supposed to be. This is what he did. For
the first time in weeks he felt Iike his head was clear

He pushed the controls through their full range of notion and checked out



the wi ndow to nake sure that the flaps and ail erons were noving as well. Beth
Curtis was com ng across the conpound toward the plane. At |east he thought it
was Beth Curtis. She wore a sharp, dark business suit with nylons and high
heel s. Her hair was pulled back into a severe bun and she wore wire-frane
avi ator sungl asses. She carried a small plastic cooler in one hand and an
al umi num briefcase in the other. She | ooked |like one of Mary Jean's corporate
killer attorneys. Her third identity in as nany days.

She wal ked into the plane and the guard pushed the hatch shut behind her
She stashed the cooler and briefcase in the overhead, then clinbed into the
cockpit and strapped herself in the copilot's seat.

"Any probl ens?" she said.

"You | ook nice today, Ms. Curtis."

"Thank you, M. Case. Are we ready?"

"Tuck. You can call ne Tuck. | need you to | ook out the wi ndow and tel
me if the flaps and ail erons nove when | nmove the controls.”

"They | ook fine. Shall we go?"

Tuck rel eased the ground brakes and taxied out onto the runway. "I need
to pick up some sungl asses while we're in Japan.”

“I"1l get you some. You won't be |eaving the plane."

"l won't?"

"We'll only be on the ground for a few mnutes, then we'll be coning
back. "

"Look, Ms. Curtis, |I know you think that because of the circunstances

that brought me here that 1'ma total fuckup, but I amreally good at what |
do. You don't have to treat ne like a child."

She | ooked at him and took of f her sungl asses. Tuck wi shed he had
sungl asses so he could whip themoff Iike that.

She said, "M. Case, |I'mputting nmy life in your hands right now How
much nore confidence would you Iike?"

Tuck didn't really know how to answer. "l guess you're right. Sorry. You
could be a little I ess nysterious about what's going on here. | know that
we're not flying supplies, not with this plane and the kind of noney you're
payi ng ne."

"I'f you really want to know, | can tell you. But if I tell you, I'll have
to kill you."

Tuck | ooked fromthe instruments to catch her expression. She was
grinning, a deep silly grin that crinkled the comers of her eyes.

He | ooked at the instruments. "I'mgoing to take of f now Okay?"

"And | haven't even shown you the best way to fight boredomon our little
i sland. "

Tuck concentrated on the gauges and the runway. He said, "Wat church do
you and your husband work for?"

"Met hodi st . "

"You'll have to tell ne about it."

"What's there to tell? Methodists rock!" she said, then she giggled |ike
alittle girl as Tuck pulled the plane into the sky.

Mal i nk joined the drinking circle |ate, hoping that everyone woul d be
drunk enough to forget what had gone on that day He'd spent nost of the
afternoon at Favo's house, afraid even to face his wife and daughters, but
when the sun was well boiled in the sea, he knew he had to join the other nen
or face the consequences of tubapoisoned theories and runmors aspiring to
truth. He sneaked into an open spot in the circle and sat on the sand, even
t hough several younger men noved so he could sit on a log with his back to the
tree. He threw an open pack of Benson ... Hedges into the center of the circle
and Favo divided up the snokes anmong the nen. Some lit up, others broke them
into sections to chew with betel nut, and a few tucked them behind their ears
for later. The distraction was short-lived and one of the Johns, an el der
said, "So why did Vincent send the Japanese into our houses?"



Mal i nk waved himoff as he drank fromthe coconut shell cup and nade a
great show of enjoying his first drink before handing the cup to Abo, who was

pouring. Then he stalled another few seconds by lighting a Benson ... Hedges
with the Zippo, naking sure everyone saw it and renmenbered, then after a long
drag he said, "I"mfucked if | know" He said this in English--English being

t he best | anguage for swearing.

"I't is not good," said John

"They came to the bachel ors' house,"” said Abo, who, as usual, was angry.
"They | ooked at our mspel's thighs."

"W should kill them" said one of the younger nen who had been naned for
Vi ncent.

"And eat theml" soneone added--and it was as if the air had been pulled
on the circle before it could inflate to well-rounded viol ent nob.

Everyone turned to see Sarapul wal king out of the shadows. For once,
Malink was glad to see him The old canni bal seemed to have a spring in his
step, seenmed younger, stronger

"I need an ax," Sarapul said. The nen who owned axes all stared into the
sand or examined their fingernails.

"What for?" Malink asked.

"I can't tell you. It's a secret."

"You're not going to start headhunting, are you?" Mlink said. "W've put
up with your talk of eating people, but | draw the Iine at headhunting. No
headhunting while |I'mchief."

Everybody grunted in agreenent and Malink was glad to have been able to
assert his authority in a way that no one could dispute. An anthropol ogi st had
once cone to the island and given hima book about headhunters. Malink felt
very cosnopolitan discussing the topic.

Sar apul | ooked confused. He'd never read the headhunting book, had never
read any book, but he did have a O assic Conics version of The Count of Mnte
Cristo, which a sailor had given himin the days before the Shark People were
forbidden to nmeet visiting ships. He'd made Kim read it to himevery night.
Sarapul liked the thread of revenge and murder that ran through the story.

Sarapul said, "Wat is this headhunting? | just want to cut a tree."

"Cutting trees is taboo," said one of the younger nen.

"I will get special dispensation," Sarapul said, using a term he had
| earned from Fat her Rodriquez.

Mal i nk shook his head. "W don't have that anynore. We only had that when
we were Catholics.”

"I need an ax," Sarapul said, as if he mght do better if he started
over. "And | need perm ssion fromthe great Chief Malink to cut a tree."

Mal i nk scratched a nmobsquito bite and | ooked at his feet. It was true that
he coul d give permission to break a taboo, and Sarapul had distracted the
circle before they ganged up on him "You may cut one tree, on your side of
the island, and you nust showit to ne before you cut it. Now, who has an ax?"

Everyone knew who owned axes, but nobody vol unteered. Malink chose one of
the young Vincents. "You, go get your ax." Then to Sarapul he said: "Wy do
you need to cut a tree?"

Sar apul consi dered hol ding out, but decided that a credible lie would be
better. "My house is falling down fromthe girl-man clinmbing in the rafters.”

It was the wong answer to give in front of a group of men whose houses
had been rifled only hours ago. Malink cradled his head in his hands.

The toughest part of the landing for Tuck was restraining hinself from
| eapi ng out of the seat and demandi ng hi gh-fives fromthe woman. It was
perfect. He was back. Never mind the ghosts, the tal king bats, the three-hour
flight with a woman who coul d have been the nodel for the new Miltiple
Personality Barbie. She's elegant, she's fashionable, and she's the reason
that Ken has no genital s! Have fun, but remenber to hide the sharp stuff?
Never mind all that. He was a pilot.



They were sonewhere in southern Japan, a small jetport, probably private,
with no tower and only a few hangars. Tuck had gotten themthere by foll ow ng
the nav computer, which, he found in md-flight, had only two coordi nates
programred into it: Alualu and this airfield.

"What happens if we have a probl em and have to divert?" he asked Beth.

"Don't worry about it," she said. She had spent nobst of the flight
grilling himabout the navigational instrunents, as if she wanted to know
enough to be able to check the course herself. He conplied, feeling insulted
by the whol e conversation

Anot her Lear was spooling up on the tarmac and Beth Curtis instructed him
to taxi toit. As the jet bunped to a stop and he prepared to shut down, she
pul | ed her briefcase and cool er out of the overhead and funed to him "Stay
here. We'll take off in a few mnutes.”

"What about | oadi ng supplies?"

"M . Case, please just prepare the plane for departure. I won't be long."

Two nen in blue coveralls crossed the tarmac fromthe other jet and
| owered the hatch for her. Tuck watched out the w ndow as she net a third
Japanese nman in a white |lab coat. She handed himthe cooler and a folder from
the briefcase, then traded bows with himand qui ckstepped back to the Lear
One of the men in blue coveralls followed her into the plane with a cardboard
box, which he strapped into one of the passenger seats.

"Dono," Beth Curtis said.

He bowed quickly, left the plane, and seal ed the hatch. She stashed the
briefcase in the overhead again clinbed into the copilot's seat.

"Let's go."

"That's it?"

"That's it. Let's go."

"W should top off the fuel tanks while we're here.™

"I understand why you might be a little nervous about that M. Case, but
we have plenty of fuel to make it back."

"One box. That's all we're picking up?"

"One box."

"What's in it?"

"It's a case of '78 Bordeaux. Sebastian loves it. Let's go."

"But | have to use the bathroom | thought..."

"Hold it," Beth Curtis said.

"Bitch."

"Exactly. Now don't you need to do your checklist thingy?"

37
Bonbs and Bri bes

The itching started a week after the first flight. It began on his scalp
and a few days later, as the wounds on his arns, |egs, and genitals heal ed,
Tucker woul d have stripped off his skin to escape it. If there had been sone
other distraction, sonmething to do besides sit in his bungal ow waiting to be
called for a flight, it might have been bearable, but now the doctor cane only
once a day to check on him and he hadn't seen Beth Curtis since they |anded.
He read spy novels, listened to the country western radi o station out of Guam
until he thought that if he heard one nmore wailing steel guitar, he'd rip the
rest of his hair out. Sonetinmes he lay under the nmpbsquito netting, acutely
aware of his conmatose nmenber, and tried to think of all the wonen he had had,
one by one, then all the wonmen he had ever wanted, including actresses,
nodel s, and famous figures fromhistory (the Marilyn Mnroe/d eopatra
doubl e-t eam i n- war m puddi ng scenari o kept himdistracted for al nbst an hour).
Twi ce a day he cooked hinself a meal. The doctor had set himup with a double
hot plate and a pantry full of canned goods, and occasionally one of the
guards dropped off a parcel of fruit or fresh fish. Mstly, though, he itched.



Tuck tried to engage Sebastian Curtis in conversation, but there were few
subj ects about which the m ssionary was not evasive, and nost remni nded him
that he had left some pressing task at the clinic. Questions about Kim, the
guards, the | ack of cargo, his personal history, his wife, the natives of the
i sland, or communi cation with the outside world evoked hal f-answers and
downri ght silence.

He asked the doctor for some cortisone, for a television, for access to a
conputer so he could send a nessage back to Jake Skye, and while the doctor
didn't say no outright, Tuck was |left enpty-handed except for a suggestion
that he ought to go swi nmming and a rem nder of how rmuch noney he was maki ng
for reading spy novels and scratching at scabs. Tuck wanted a steak, a wonman
(al though he still wasn't sure he could do anything but talk to her), and a
chilled bottle of vodka. The doctor gave him sone fins, a mask and snorkel and
a bottle of waterproof sunscreen

VWhen, one norning, Tuck spent an enpty hour trying to will his menber to
life by nmentally wapping his fifth-grade teacher, Ms. Nelson, in Saran Wap,
only to find his fantasy foiled by her insistence that he had no lead in his
Nurmber 2 pencil, he grabbed the snorkeling gear and made his way to the beach

Two of the guards followed at a distance. They were always there. Wen he
| ooked out the window, if he tried to take a walk, if he wanted to check on
the Lear, they clung to himlike stereo shadows. They stood over him as he sat
in the sand, pulling the fins on

"Why don't you guys go put on some trunks and join me? Those junpsuits
have to be pretty unconfortable.” It wasn't the first tine he'd tried to talk
to them and it wasn't the first time he'd been ignored. They just stood
there, as silent as neditating nmonks. Tuck hadn't been able to discern if they
under st ood a word of English

"Ckay, then, I'mgoing to do the Cousteau thing, but later let's get
toget her for sonme raw fish and karaoke?" He gave them a w nk.

No reaction

"Then let's play sonme cards and tal k about how you guys recite haiku
whi | e bl owi ng each other every night?" Tuck thought that might do it, but
still there was no reaction

As he started toward the water, Tuck said, "I heard the Japanese flag was
nodel ed after a used sanitary napkin. Is that true?" He | ooked over his
shoul der for a response and his fin caught and bent double on a rock. An
instant |ater he was facedown on the beach, sputtering to get the sand out of
his mouth, and the guards were | aughing.

"Asshol e," he heard one say, and he was on his feet and | oom ng over the
Japanese |i ke a giant rabid duck

"Just back off, Gdd Job!"

The guard who had spoken stood his ground, but his conpani on backed away
| ooking lost without his Uzi.

"What's the matter, no submachi ne gun? You chi ckenshits so busy craw ing
up my back that you forgot your toys?" Tuck poked the guard in the chest to
punctuate his point.

The guard grabbed Tuck's finger and bent it back, then swept the pilot's
feet out fromunder himand drew a dock nine-mllimeter pistol froma hol ster
at the small of his back and pressed the barrel to Tucker's forehead hard
enough to dent the skin. The other guard barked sonething in Japanese, then
stepped forward and ki cked Tuck in the stomach. Tucker rolled into a ball in
the sand, instinctively throwing one armover his face and cl enching the ot her
at his side to protect his kidneys as he waited for the next blow It didn't
cone. When he | ooked up, the guards were wal ki ng back to the conpound.

Getting themto | eave him al one had been the desired result, but the
process was a little rougher than he'd expected. Tuck w ggled his finger to
make sure it wasn't broken and exam ned the boot toe print under his rib cage.
Then the anger unl ocked his imagination and plans for revenge began. The
easiest thing to do would be to tell the doctor, but Tuck, like all nen, had
been conditi oned agai nst two responses: You don't cry and you don't rat. NO



it would have to be something subtle, elegant, painful, and nost of all,
hum i ati ng.

Tuck al nost skipped into the water, running on his newfound energy:
adrenal i zed vengeance. He paddl ed around at the inside edge of the reef,
wat chi ng anenmones pulse in the current while small fish in inprobable neon
colors darted in and out of the coral. The ocean was as warm as bat hwater, and
after a fewmnutes with his face in the water, he felt detached from his body
and the color and novenent bel ow becanme as neaningless as the patterns in a
canpfire. The only rem nder that he was hunman was the sound of his breath
rushi ng through the snorkel and the inages of cold revenge in his mnd

He | ooked down the ragged curve of the reef and saw a | arge shadow novi ng
across the bottom but before fight-or-flight panic could even set in, he saw
it was the shadow of a |oggerhead turtle flying through the water like a
saurian angel. The turtle circled himand crui sed by cl ose enough for Tuck to
see the nmovenent in the creature's silver-dollar-sized eye as it studied him
and a message there: "You don't belong here," it said. And that part of Tuck
that had recogni zed the saltwater as its nother rebelled and he felt alien and
vul nerable and cold, and a little rude, as if he had been attending a
bl ack-tie dinner only to realize as dessert was served that he was wearing
pajamas. It was time to go.

He lifted his head, took a bearing on the chain-link fence that ran to
t he edge of the beach, and started a slow craw toward shore. As the water
went shal |l ow, he banged his knee on a subnmerged rock, then stood and sl ogged
t hrough the tapping surf as his fins tried to drag hi m back off the beach
Once clear of the water, he fell in the sand and tore the fins off his feet.
He threw them up the shore without |ooking and a half a breath later a
deaf ening explosion lifted himup and he | anded ten feet away, stunned and
breat hl ess, as danp sand and pieces of swmfin rained down upon him

Tucker stormed through the clinic door trailing sand and water across the
concrete floor. "M nes! You have fucking land mines on the fucking beach?"

Sebastian Curtis was seated at a conputer term nal. He quickly clicked
off the screen and swiveled in his chair. "I heard the expl osion, but birds
and turtles have set them off before. Was anyone hurt?"

"Qther than I'mgoing to hear a high-pitched wail for the rest of ny life
and ny sphincter won't relax until |1'mdead a couple of years, no, no one was
hurt. What | want to know is why you have m nes on the beach.”

"Cal m down, M. Case. Please sit down." The doctor gestured to a folding
netal chair. "Please."” He | ooked sad, not at all confrontational, not |ike the
ki nd of man who would mine a tropical beach. "I suppose there are some things
you need to know. First, | have something for you." He opened a drawer under
t he keyboard, withdrew a check, and handed it to Tuck

Tucker's rage dropped a | evel when he | ooked at the amount. "Ten grand?
What's this for?"

"Call it a first-flight bonus. Beth said you did very well."

Tucker fingered the check, then brushed the sand off it and read it
again. If he had any self-respect, he'd throwit in the doctor's face. He
didn't, of course. "This is great, Doc. Ten grand for picking up a case of
wi ne. |I'mnot even going to ask you what was in the cool er she gave that guy,
but I was alnost killed on the beach a few nminutes ago."

"I"'mvery sorry about that. There's a | ot of Japanese ordnance scattered
around the island. The area at the edge of the fence used to be a ninefield.
The staff and the natives all know not to go there."

"Well, you mght have nmentioned it to ne."
"I didn't want to alarmyou. | told a couple of menbers of the staff to
keep an eye on you and steer you away fromthere. I'lI|l speak to them"

"They' ve been spoken to. | spoke to themnyself. And |'ma little tired
of being watched by them™
"It's for your own safety, as |I'm sure you can see now."



“"I"'mnot a child and I don't expect to be treated |ike one. I want to go
where | want, when | want, and | don't want to be watched by a bunch of
ni nj as. "

The doctor sat bolt-upright in his chair. "Why do you refer to them as
ni njas? Who told you to call the staff that?"

"Look at them They're Japanese, they wear all black, they know marti al
arts--hell, the only thing they're missing are T-shirts that say, 'Ask ne
about being a ninja.' | call themthat because that's what they | ook I|ike.
They sure as hell aren't nedical staff.”

"NO, they're not," Sebastian said, "but I'mafraid they are a necessary
evil, and one that | can't do much about."

"Whay not? It's your island."”

"This island belongs to the Shark People. And even this clinic isn't
mne, M. Case. As |'msure you' ve guessed, we are not financed by the
Met hodi st M ssion Fund."

"Yeah, | kinda figured that."

"W do have sone very powerful corporate sponsors in Japan, and they have
insisted that we keep a small contingent of security nen on the island if we
want to keep our funding."

"Fundi ng for what, Doc?"

"Research. "

Tuck laughed. "Right. This is the perfect environnment for research. No
sense using sone sterile high-tech facility in Tokyo. Do your R and D out on
t he asshole of the Pacific. Conme clean. Wat's really goi ng on?"

The doctor pointed to the check Tucker was holding. "If | tell you, M.
Case, that's the |last one of those you will see. You make the choice. |If you
want to work here, you have to work in the dark. There is no conpronise. It's
research, it's secret, and the people who are paying for it want it to stay
that way or they wouldn't have hired the guards and they wouldn't allow nme to
pay you so well." He pushed back his gray hair and stared into Tucker's eyes,
not threatening, not challenging, but with the compassi on of a physician
concerned about the welfare of a patient. "Now, do you really want to know
what we're doi ng here?"

Tuck | ooked at the check, |ooked back at the doctor, then | ooked at the
check. If it was good, it was the | argest anount of nobney he'd ever possessed

at one tine. He said, "I just want the guards to |lighten up, give ne sone room
to breathe.”
The doctor snmiled. "I think we can do that. But | need your word that you

won't try to | eave the conpound.”

"To go where? |'ve seen this island fromthe air, renenber? | can't be
m ssi ng much. "

“"I'monly interested in your safety."

"Right," Tucker said, as sincerely as he could nuster. "But | want a TV.
I"mgoing nuts sitting around in that room If | read one nore spy novel, |'ll
qualify for a Doubl e-O nunber. You guys have a TV, so | know you have one of
those satellite dishes hooked up. I want a TV."

Again the doctor smiled. "You can have ours. |I'msure Beth won't nmind."

"You gave hi mwhat?" The Sky Priestess | ooked up froma copy of Us
magazi ne. She was draped in a white silk kinmono that was untied and cascaded
around her into a shimmering pool at the foot of her chair. Her hair was
pinned up with ivory chopsticks inlaid with ebony dragons.

The Sorcerer stood in the door of her chanbers. He'd felt rather proud of
hinsel f until the tone in her voice struck himlike an ice pick in the neck

"Your television. But it's only tenporary. |'ll have another one waiting
for you at the airstrip on the next flight."

"Which is when?"

"As soon as | can set up an order. | pronise, Beth."

"Whi ch neans that | also have to do a performance w thout ny soaps.



depend on ny soaps to practice ny sense menories, Sebastian. How do you expect
me to play a goddess if | can't find ny enotional noment?"

"Maybe, just this once, you could try enotions that don't come by
satellite feed."

She dropped her mamgazine and bit her lip, [ooking off to the corner of
the roomas if considering it. "Fine. Gve himthe TV."

"I gave himten thousand dollars, as well."

Her eyes narrowed. "What does he get if he blows hinself up again, a
night with the Sky Priestess?"

“I'f I can bargain himdown to that,'
wal ked out of the roomsmiling to hinself.

the Sorcerer said. He turned and

38
Nati ve Custons

Tucker Case spent the next week watching the conpound, trying to get a
clue to what was going on. The doctor had brought the TV as he pronised, and
even | oaned Tucker a seven iron, but since then Tuck had only seen himfroma
di stance, making his way back and forth fromthe clinic to one of the snall
bungal ows at the other side of the beach. The guards still watched him
followi ng himat a distance when he went for a swimor a search-and-destroy
m ssion for roosters, but there had been no sign of Beth Curtis.

If indeed the doctor was doing sonme sort of research, there was no hint
as to what it involved. Tuck-tried stopping by the clinic several tines, only
to find the door | ocked and no response when he knocked.

Bor edom wor ked on Tuck, pressed down on himlike a pile of wet blankets
until he felt as if he would suffocate under the weight. In the past he had
al ways fought boredomwi th al cohol and wonen, and the trouble that ensued from
that combination filled the days. Here there was nothing but spy novels and
bad Asi an cooki ng shows (the doctor had refused to | et himhook up to the
satellite dish) and al though he was pl eased that he now knew nine different
ways to prepare beagle, it wasn't enough. He needed to get out of the
conpound, if for no other reason than because they told himhe couldn't.

Fortunately, over the years, Tuck had acquired an encycl opedi ¢ know edge
of women-in-prison novies, so he had at his disposal a plethora of escape
strategies. O course, many of themweren't applicable. He imediately
rejected the idea of seducing and striving the large | esbian matron, and
faki ng menstrual cranps would only get himsent to the clinic with a Mdol 1V,
but strangely enough, as he was acting out the gratuitous shower scene, his
pl an burst forth: soap-slathered, silicone-enhanced, and in total defiance of
time, gravity, and natural proportion..

The shower drain opened directly onto the coral gravel bel ow.

He could see it down there, the ground, and a small hermt crab scuttling
to escape the soapy water. He'd | ost weight, but not enough to slide down the
drain. The entire bottom of the shower was no nore than a tray of gal vani zed
nmetal . He bent, grasped the edge, and lifted. It didn't cone free, but it
nmoved. A little tine, alittle patience, and he'd have it free. Planning and
pati ence. Those were the keys to a successful escape.

So he could get out of the bungal ow without being seen. The next obstacle
woul d be the fence.

Tuck found out early on that the fence around the conpound was
electrified. He'd found a rooster stuck to the wires, doing a convulsive
imtation of the funky chicken while its feathers snol dered and spar ks shot
fromits grounded foot. Satisfying as the discovery was, Tuck realized that
there woul d be no going over the fence, and the gate to the airfield was
| ocked with a massive chain and padl ock. The only way past the fence was
around it, and the only place to get around it was at the beach. Sure, he
could swimout and cone in farther down the beach, but how far did the



m nefield extend? He began testing it by hitting rocks into the minefield with
his seven iron under the auspices of practicing his swing. He managed to
produce several inpressive craters and scare the guards with the expl osion
before finding the edge of the mnefield some fifty yards down the beach. He
decided to risk it.

He picked up a coconut on his way back to the bungal ow, then clinbed into
bed and waited for darkness to fall

After the sun set and the three-quarter noon rose, Tuck waited for the
guard to peek through the wi ndow, then as he heard himcrunch away, began
buil ding the decoy (a trick he learned fromFalling Fingers: Leper Binbos
Behind Bars Il). Two pillows and a coconut head made for a reasonable
i keness, especially when viewed by noonlight through nosquito netting. He
slipped out of bed and craw ed bel ow wi ndow | evel to the bathroom where he
had left his nask, fins, and a candle.

He shoved a towel under the door to keep the light from|eaking out, then
it the candl e and began working the netal shower tray out of its frane. After
five mnutes of tugging, stopping for a noment when he heard the guard's boots
crunchi ng outside, he released the shower tray and leaned it up on its side.

Tuck bl ew out the candl e and dropped to gravel four feet below then
reached back and pulled his fins and nmask through the opening. The cora
gravel felt |like broken glass on his tender feet, but he decided to endure the
pain rather than risk the noi se of shoes. Tuck heard the guard com ng again
and dropped to the ground where he could | ook out under the bungal ow into the
courtyard.

The guard thunped up the steps, paused as he | ooked through the w ndow,
then, satisfied that Tucker was asl eep, wal ked across the conpound to the
guards' quarters and sat in a folding chair outside the door

Tuck checked behind him then scrambled out of the crawl space into the
grove of coconut pal ns. He paused and caught his breath, then planned his path
to the beach. He would have to cover fifty yards between his bungal ow and the
clinic, fifty yards that weren't conpletely open but visible fromwhere the
guard sat. Pie could hop fromtree to tree, but if the guard happened to be
| ooki ng that way, he was done.

A lizard scanmpered up the tree he was | eaning on and Tuck felt his heart
stop. What was he thinking? There could be scorpions out here, sharks and
barracudas and ot her creepy stuff in the dark ocean. And what happened when he
got to the other side of the fence? Mire sand and scorpi ons and possibly
hostil e natives. He was waiting, thinking about how easy it would be to craw
back t hrough the shower and go to bed, when a lighter flared across the
conmpound and he saw the guard's face illum nated orange, and Tuck bolted for
the rear of the clinic building, hoping the Iighter would blind the guard | ong
enough for himto cover the fifty yards.

Hal f way across, he dropped a fin, then fell to the ground beside it and
| ooked up. The guard was snoking peacefully, watching blue streans of snoke
rise in the nmoonlight.

Tuck grabbed the fin and crawled on his belly the final ten yards to the
clinic, fighting the urge to cry out as the gravel dug into his el bows. A
hermt crab scuttled over his back sending a bolt of the electric willies
shooting up his spine to speed himto cover

The guard didn't |ook up. Tuck clinbed to his feet, dusted hinself off,
and nmade his way to the beach

A light breeze rattled the pal mleaves and Tuck coul d hear the surf
crashing out on the reef, but at the shore the waves | apped only shin high
Tuck waded into the warmwater carrying his fins. Wien he was wai st deep, he
crouched and slipped them on, then paddl ed out on his back, |ooking back
toward shore

There were lights on in both of the Curtises' bungal ows. He coul d see
Beth Curtis moving past the wi ndows. She appeared to be naked, but fromthis
di stance he couldn't tell for sure. He tore hinmself away and swam out past the
surf line to make his way down the beach



It was an easy swimto the fence, the biggest challenge being to keep his
m nd off what might be |urking under the dark water. He swam anot her hundred
yards down the beach, then started toward shore. Wen his hand brushed a rock
he reached down and pulled off his fins. He gritted his teeth as he put his
feet down to stand, expecting the shooting pain of an urchin or a ray. He
cursed hinmself for not bringing his sneakers.

As he slogged up the beach, Tuck heard a rustling in the trees and | ooked
up to see a flash of color in the noonlight. He ran up the beach, dove behi nd
a log at the high-tide line, and lay there watching as tiny crabs clicked and
crawl ed around him

She enmerged fromthe trees only ten yards from where Tucker lay. She was
wearing a purple | aval ava, which she unw apped and dropped on the sand.

Tuck stopped breathing. She wal ked by him only a few feet away, her body
oiled and shining in the noonlight, her |ong black hair playing behind her in
the breeze. He risked lifting his head and watched her walk into the water up
to her knees and begi n washi ng, splashing water on her thighs and bottom

Fromthe time he had | eft Houston he had carried i mages in his head of
what it would be like to live on a tropical island. Those inages had been
buried by cuts and scrapes, typhoons and hunidity, sharks and ninjas and
enigmatic missionaries. This was why he had come: a naked island girl washing
her nmocha thighs on a warm noonlit beach

He felt a stirring under himand al nost | eaped to his feet, thinking he
was Lying on some sea creature. Then he realized that the stirring canme from
within. It had been so long since he'd felt signs of an erection that he
didn't recognize it at first. He al nost burst out l[aughing. It still worked.
He was still a man. Hell, he was nore than just a man, he was Tucker Case,
secret agent, and for the first time in nonths, he was packi ng wood.

The girl wal ked out of the water and Tuck ducked his head as she passed.
He wat ched her wap the | aval ava around her hi ps and di sappear into the trees.
He waited until she was gone, then foll owed her, enjoying the tension in his
trunks as he crept into the trees.

Mal i nk | ooked up from pouring tuba for the nen at the drinking circle to
see Sepie coning down fromthe village. This was an outrage and an
enbarrassnent. No wonen were allowed near the drinking circle. It was a pl ace
for nen.

"Go home, Sepie!" Mlink barked. "You are not to be here."

Sepi e ignored himand kept com ng, her hips swaying. Several of the young
married nmen | ooked away, feeling regret that they wouldn't be beddi ng down in
t he bachel ors' house tonight. "There's a white man follow ng ne."

Mal i nk stood. "You tal k nonsense. Now go hone or you'll have another week
away fromthe ocean.” He noticed that the ends of her hair were wet and drops
ran off her |egs. She'd already broken her punishment for talking with the
Japanese guards.

"Fine," Sepie said. "I don't care if a white man is sneaking around in
t he bushes. | just thought you would want to know "

She flipped her hair as she turned and nade her way back up the beach. As
she passed the tree that Tuck had ducked behind, she said in English, "The fat
loud one is chief. You go talk to him He tell you who | am" And she wal ked
on, head high, without | ooking back

Tuck felt his face flush and his ego deflate along with the swelling in
his pants. Busted. She'd known he was there all along. Some secret agent. He'd
be lucky to get back into the conpound without getting caught.

He watched the men on the beach passing around the communal cup. Fromthe
way they moved he could see that sone of themwere pretty drunk. He renenbered
t he warni ng of Jefferson Pardee about not drinking with these |atent warriors,
but they | ooked harm ess, even a little silly with their |oincloths and shark
tattoos. One young man reached to take the cup fromthe old guy who was
pouring and fell on his face in the sand. That did it. Tuck stepped out from



behind his tree and started toward the circle. Whatever was bei ng poured from
t hose jugs was probably not gin and tonic, but it would definitely get you
fucked up, and getting fucked up sounded pretty good right now

"Janbo," Tuck said, using a greeting he'd heard in a Tarzan novi e.

The whol e group | ooked up. One man actually |et out an abbreviated
scream The fat old guy stood up, a fire in his eyes that cool ed as Tuck noved
out of the shadows.

Mary Jean had al ways said, "Doesn't matter if it's a senator or a
doorman. No one is inmune to a warmsnile and a firm handshake. "

Tuck held out his hand and smiled. "Tucker Case. Pleased to neet you."

Malink allowed the white nman to shake his hand. As the others | ooked on
still stunned, Malink said, "You are |ooking better than the last tine | saw
you. The Sorcerer made you well."

Tuck's eyes were trained on the three-gallon jugs of mlky liquid at the
center of the circle. "Yeah, I'mfeeling on top of the world. You guys think
you could spare a sip of that jungle juice?"

"Sit," Malink said, and he waved the young nmen aside to make space for
Tuck on one of the sitting logs. Tuck stepped in and sat as Favo handed him
t he coconut shell cup. Tuck downed the contents in one gulp and fought to keep
fromgagging. It tasted of sulfur, sugar, and a tint of anmmonia, but the
al cohol was there, and the famliar warnth was coursing through himbefore
he'd even stopped shuddering fromthe taste.

"Good. Very good." Tuck smiled and nodded around the circle. The Shark
men sniled and nodded back

Mal i nk sat beside him "W thought you died."

"So did |I. How about another belt?"

Mal i nk | ooked enbarrassed. "The cup nust cone around again."

"Fine, fine. Drink up, boys," Tuck said, sniling and nodding like a
madman.

"How you come here?" Mlink asked.

"Alittle stroll, alittle swm | wanted to get out and neet sone
peopl e. You know, get to know the |ocal custons. Gets pretty boring up at the
clinic."”

Mal i nk frowned. "You are the pilot. W see you fly the plane."

"That's ne."

"Vincent said you would cone."

"Who' s Vincent ?"

The nen, who had been whi spering anmong t hensel ves, fell silent. The
pouring and drinking stopped as they waited for Malink's reply.

"Vincent is pilot too. He cone long time ago, bringing cargo. He send the
Sky Priestess until he conme back. You see her with the Sorcerer. At hospital
She have yellow hair |ike yours."

Tuck nodded, as if he had any idea what the chief was talking about.

Ri ght now he just wanted to see the cup finish its lap and get back to him
"Yeah, right. |I've seen her. She's the doctor's wife."

Abo, who was drunk and for once not angry, |aughed and said, "She is
nobody's w fe, you fuckin' nook. She's the Sky Priestess."

Tuck froze. A plane crash and a tal king bat rose |ike denmons, ruining his
oncom ng buzz.

Mal i nk | ooked apol ogetic. "He is young and drunk and stupid. You not
fuckin' nook."

"Where' d you hear that?" Tuck asked. "Where'd you hear 'fuckin' nook'?"

"Vincent say that. We all say that."

"Vincent? Wiat's Vincent |ook Iike?"

The young men | ooked to Favo and Malink. Favo spoke. "He is American
Have dark hair like us, but his nose point. Young. Maybe as old as you."

"And he's a pilot? What's he wear?"

"He wear gray suit, sometines a jacket with fur here.'
collar and I apel s.

"A bomber jacket."

Favo m ned a



Malink smiled. "Yes, Sky Priestess is bonber."

Tuck snatched the cup fromone of the Johns and drained it, then handed
it back. "Sorry. Energency." He | ooked at Malink. "And this Vincent said | was
com ng?"

Mal i nk nodded. "He tell ne in a dream Then Sarapul find you and your
friend on the reef."

"My friend? Is he around?"

"W no see himnow. He go to live with Sarapul on other side of island.”

"Take me to him"

"We drink tuba now. Go in norning?"

"I have to be back before norning. And you can't tell anyone that | was
here.”

"One nore," Malink said. "The tuba is good tonight."
"Ckay, one nore," Tuck said.

39
Showt i ne

The Sky Priestess rolled over in bed and sl apped the beeping intercom as
if it was a nmouthy stepchild. "I'm sl eeping here," she said.

"CGet in character, Beth. W have an order, due in Japan in six hours."

"Why don't these fuckers ever call at a civilized hour?"

"W guarantee freshness. W have to deliver."

"Don't grow a sense of humor on me at this point, Sebastian. The shock
mght kill nme. Who's the chosen?"

"Sepie, female, nineteen, a hundred and ten pounds."

"I know her," the Sky Priestess said. "What about our pilot?"

"I"'mputting two of the staff on himto nmake sure he stays in his
bungal ow. "

"He's still going to hear it. Are you sure you don't want to sedate hinP"

"Use your head, Beth. He has to fly. W'll do it with smaller explosions.
Maybe he'll sleep through it."

She was wi de awake now and starting to feel the excitement and anxiety of
a performance. "I'Il be ready in twenty mnutes. Have the ninjas start ny
nmusi c. "

Tuck had Favo in a headl ock and was adm ni stering affectionate noogies to
the old man's scalp. "I love this fuckin' guy. This fuckin' guy is the best. |
| ove all you fuckin' guys."

Mal i nk had never seen noogi es and wondered why this bizarre ritual had
never showed up in the party scenes in People. He prided hinself on
under st andi ng white people's habits, but this was a new one. Favo didn't seem
to be enjoying the ritual nearly as nuch as Tuck was. The tuba had all been
drunk. Maybe it was time to rescue his friend.

"Now we go find the girl-man," Mlink said.

Tuck | ooked up, still holding Favo, whose eyes were starting to bug out a
little. " '"Kay," the pilot said.

Malink led theminto the village, his bowl egged gait nore wobbly than
normal . A dozen Shark men and Tucker crashed and staggered behind him As they
passed by the bachel ors' house and onto the trail that led to Sarapul's side
of the island, the nmusic started: big band sounds with easy liquid rhythns
echoed t hrough the jungle. The Shark men stopped in their tracks and when the
musi ¢ paused, just for a second, they shouted, "Pennsylvania 6-5000!" and the
nmusi ¢ began agai n.

"What's that?" Tucker asked.

Worren and children were stirring fromtheir sleep, creeping off into the
bushes to pee, rubbing sleepy eyes and stretching creaky backs. Malink said,



"The Sky Priestess is coning."

"Who?" Tuck finally rel eased Favo, who he had been draggi ng by his head.
The ol d man gasped, then grinned and sat splayed-|egged on the trail

"W have to go," Malink said. "You should go back now. "

The nusi c paused and Malink, along with the rest of the Shark Peopl e,
shout ed, "Pennsyl vani a 6-5000!"

"Go now," Malink ordered, once again the chief. "The Sky Priestess cones.
W nust get ready." He turned and strode back into the village. The other
Shark men scattered, |eaving Tucker standing on the trail by hinself.

Tuck heard the sound of large prop planes mxing with the big band nusic.
The Shark People were draining out of the village onto the trails that led to
the runway. Wthin seconds, the village was deserted. Tuck staggered back to
t he beach where he'd left his fins and mask. As he stepped over the |ogs of
the drinking circle, there was an expl osion and he thought for a nonent that
he'd found another land mine until he realized that the sound had conme from
the direction of the runway.

Not trusting himself to find the path through the village, Tucker decided
to foll ow the beach back to the compound. After he'd gone a hundred yards or
so, he saw sonething white Lying on the beach and bent to pick it up. A long
spi ral notebook. The noon was high in the sky and he could see a nanme printed
on the cover in bold permanent marker: JEFFERSON PARDEE

Beth Curtis, dressed in surgical greens, waved the guards away from
Tuck's door and knocked. She waited a few seconds and knocked again, then
wal ked in. She could just make out a sleeping figure through the nosquito net.

"Case, get up. W've got to fly."

The body did not stir. "Case?" She pulled aside the netting and poked the
sl eeping figure. A green coconut rolled out of the bed and thunped at her
feet. "You sleep with a coconut? You pathetic bastard."

She junped back and a groggy Tucker Case groaned. "Wat ?"

"Wake up. W fly in half an hour."

Tuck rolled over and blinked through the hangover fog. The sun was comni ng
up and the roosters were going off all over the island. The roomwas only
hal f-1it.

"What time is it?"

"It's time to go. Get the plane ready." Beth Curtis wal ked out.

Tuck rolled out of bed, crawed to the bathroom and enptied his stonach
into the bowl with a trunpeting heave.

40
Unfriendly Skies

Tuck spooled up the jets as he watched the guards °, scramble around the
Lear. Each tinme one wal ked past the nose, Tuck flipped on the radar and
chuckl ed. The m crowave energy wasn't enough to boil the guards in their
ski ns, which was Tuck's fantasy, but he could be reasonably certain that they
woul d never have any children and he m ght have planted the seeds of a few
choice tunors. Once in Houston a mai ntenance man made the nistake of wal ki ng
in front of Mary Jean's jet with an arm oad of fluorescent bul bs meant for the
hangar, and Jake Skye had shown Tucker a little trick

"Watch this," Jake had said. He flipped on the radar and the bul bs,
bonbarded by the microwaves fromthe radar, lit up in the maintenance man's
arnms. The poor guy threw the bulbs in the air and ran off the field, leaving a
pil e of glass shards and white powder behind. It was the second-cool est thing
Tucker had ever seen, the first being the tinme they had used the CGul fstreamn s
jets to sandbl ast the paint off a Porsche whose owner insisted on parking on
the tarmac. Tuck was waiting for one of the guards to walk behind the jets



when Beth Curtis cane on board

She wore her business suit and carried the briefcase and the cool er, but
this time she sat in one of the passenger seats in the back and fell asleep
before they took off. Tuck took the opportunity to suck sone oxygen fromthe
energency supply to help cut through his hangover

VWen they were five hundred mles out over the Pacific, Tuck peeked into
t he passenger conpartnent to make sure Beth Curtis was still sleeping. Wien he
was sure she was still out, he checked the fuel gauges, then pushed the yoke
forward and dropped the Lear down to level off at a hundred feet.

Traveling at al nbst six hundred mles per hour at only a hundred feet off
the water did exactly what Tuck had hoped it would. He was absolutely ecstatic
with an adrenaline rush that chased his hangover back to the Dark Ages. He
dropped another fifty feet and | aughed out |oud when sone salt spray dashed
t he w ndscreen.

It was a clear sunny day with only a few wi spy columar clouds rising off
the water. Tuck flew under and through themas if they were enemy ghosts. Then
a speck appeared on the horizon. A second l|ater Tuck recognized it as a ship
and pulled the jet up to two hundred feet. Suddenly something rose off the
ship's deck. A helicopter, going out to spot and herd schools of tuna for the
factory ship. Tuck pulled up on the yoke, but the helicopter rose directly
into his path. There wasn't even tinme to key the radio to warn the pilot. Tuck
threw the Lear into a tight turn while pulling the jet up and whizzed by the
hel i copter cl ose enough to see the pilot's eyes go wide. He could just make
out nen shaking fists at himfromthe deck of the factory ship.

" Eee-haa!" he shouted (a bad habit he'd picked up in Texas cowboy bars,
and if this wasn't cowboy flying, what was?). He steered the jet back on
course and leveled off at two hundred feet. He was still dangerously | ow and
burning fuel four times faster than he would at altitude, but hell, a guy had
to have some fun. He wasn't paying for the fuel, and there hadn't been nuch
| ow 1l evel flying when he'd worked for Mary Jean. People on the ground m ght
have troubl e renenbering the nunmbers on the side of the plane to report to the
FAA, but you don't soon forget a pink jet flying close enough to the ground to
cool your soup

"What in the hell was that?" Beth Curtis appeared in the cockpit doorway.
"Why are we so | ow?"

A wave of panic akin to being caught snoking in the boys' room swept over
Tuck, but he couldn't think fast enough to come up with a viable lie. He said,
"You haven't surfed until you've surfed in a Learjet."

Much to his amazenment, Beth Curtis said, "Cool!" and strapped herself
into the copilot's seat.

Tuck grinned and eased the jet down to fifty feet. Beth Curtis clapped
her hands like an excited child. "This is great!"

"W can't do it for long. Burns too rmuch fuel."

"Alittle while | onger, okay?"

Tuck smled. "Maybe five nore mnutes. W can catch a tailw nd at
altitude that'll save us sone tine and fuel."

"I's this what you were doing the night you crashed?"

Tuck winced. "No."

"Because | could understand if it was. Wat a rush!" She reached out and
grabbed his shoul der affectionately. "I love this. How could you let ne sleep
t hr ough t hi s?"

"W can surf sone nore on the way back," Tuck said. And with that his
resol ve was gone. He'd planned to ask her about the rnusic and expl osions from
last night. He'd planned to ask her about Jefferson Pardee's notebook, which
he carried in his back pocket, but he didn't want to break this nood. It had
been too long since he'd had any attention froma beautiful woman, and he gave
hinself to it like a jonesing junkie.

"I"'msorry," she said, "but you'll have to wait here." Beth Curtis



retrieved her briefcase and cooler fromthe back of the plane and nmet the
dar k-suited Japanese on the tarnac. There was another Lear spooling up nearby
and a couple of worknen in coveralls waited beside a | arge cardboard carton
Tuck watched as Beth Curtis handed the cooler to one of the suits, who
ran to the waiting Lear. Wthin seconds, the door was pulled shut and the
other Lear was taxied out to the runway. Another one of the suits handed Beth
a thick manil a envel ope, which she stashed in her briefcase. She funmed and ran
back into the plane. She stepped into the cockpit and put her briefcase behind

the copilot's seat. "I'Il be right back, ten mnutes max. |'ve got to make
sure these guys get ny TV on board unbroken."
"TV?"

"Thirty-two-inch Trinitron," she said with a smile. "To replace the one
that you're using."

"I want a thirty-two-inch Trinitron,'’
al ready out the door.

He | ooked out the wi ndow to make sure she was busy with the tel evision
then pulled her briefcase frombehind the seat and threw the latches. To his
amazement, it was unl ocked. He renoved the manila envel ope. Under it lay a
smal | automatic pistol. He could take it, but then what? Hold it on Beth
Curtis until she confessed to whatever she and the doctor were doing? And what
was that? Research? There was no | aw against that. He left the gun untouched
and opened the envel ope.

He wasn't sure what he expected to find: research notes, bearer bonds,
stock certificates, cash, sonething that would shed some light on all this
cl andesti ne behavior for sure. \Wat he found was four issues of People
magazi ne and four issues of Us. Beth Curtis was smuggling Anerican cheese out
of Japan and that was it.

He put the envel ope back into the briefcase and slid it behind the seat,
then pulled Jefferson Pardee's notebook out of his pocket. Perhaps there was
somet hing inside that would tell himhow the notebook had gotten to a beach
some seven hundred miles fromwhere its owner was supposed to be.

He flipped though the pages where Pardee had scribbl ed phone nunbers,
dates, and a few notes, but the only things he recogni zed were his own nane,

t he nanes of Sebastian Curtis and his wife, and the word "Learjet," followed
by "Why? How? Who pai d?" and "Find other pilot." Pardee was obviously asking
t he sane questions that were circling in Tuck's mind, but what was this about
anot her pilot? Had Pardee cone to Alualu |ooking for the answers? And if he
did, where was he now?

"What's that?" Beth Curtis said as she cane through the cockpit door

Tuck flipped the notebook shut and stuffed it in his back pocket. "Some
flight notes. I"'mused to keeping a log for the FAA. | guess | brought this
al ong out of habit." In the mdst of the lie, he al nost panicked. If she asked
where he had gotten the notebook in the first place, he was dead. Maybe better
to confront her here in Japan anyway--while he knew where the gun was.

Tuck said to her back, but she was

She said, "I didn't realize there was any paperwork to flying a plane."
"More than you'd think," Tuck said. "I"'mstill getting used to how this
pl ane handles. I'mjust witing down things | need to renenber, you know,

clinmb rates and engi ne exhaust pressures, fuel consunption per hour at
altitude, stuff like that." Right, he thought. Baffle her with bullshit.

"Ch," she said with what Tuck thought was indifference until she reached
behi nd her seat and pulled out her briefcase.

He held his breath, waiting for the gun to appear. She took out an issue
of People and opened it on her |lap. She didn't | ook away fromthe nagazi ne
until they were well over the Pacific, heading hone.

"You know, we haven't seen much of you lately. Maybe you should cone up
to the house and have dinner with Sebastian and nme tonight." She had slipped
on her fifties housew fe personality.

Tuck had been thinking about Pardee's notebook and where he'd found it.
He wanted to get back to the village tonight. |If Pardee had cone to Al ual u,
maybe the ol d chief knew sonething about it.



"I'ma little tired. We got a pretty early start. | chink maybe 1'lIl just
fix up sonething quick at my place and get to bed early."

She yawned. "Maybe tonorrow ni ght. Around seven. Maybe we can try out ny
new TV."

"That be fine," Tuck said. "I have a fewthings 1'd like to discuss with
you and the doc anyway."
"Good," she said. "I think we should spend nore tine together. Now

explain to me what all these gauges nean."

41
What ' s a Ki dney

Privacy is a rare coomodity on a small island and secrets wei gh heavy on
their keepers. Malink was weary with the burden of too many secrets. If he
could only go to the drinking circle and let his secrets out, let the coconut
tel egraph carry his secrets to the edges of the island and let himwal k |ight.
But that wasn't going to happen. Secrets sought himout now, even fromthe old
canni bal .

He stood with Sarapul and Kim exam ning an eighty-four-foot breadfruit
tree with a trunk you couldn't get your arms around. Kim held an ax on his
shoul der, waiting for Malink's judgment.

"Why so big?" Malink asked. "This tree will give rmuch breadfruit.”

"This is the tree," Sarapul said. "The navigator has chosen it."

Kim said, "W will plant ten trees to take its place, but this is the
one."

"Why do you need such a big tree?"

"I can't tell you," Sarapul said.

"You will tell ne or you won't cut the tree."
“I'f I tell you, will you prom se not to tell anyone else?"
Mal i nk sighed. Yet another secret. "I will tell no one."

"Conme. W'll show you."

Sarapul led Malink and Kim through the jungle to an overgrown spot piled
with dried pal mleaves. Malink | eaned on a tree while the old cannibal pulled
away the palmfronds to reveal the prow of a canoe. Not just any canoe. A
forty-foot-long sailing canoe. Malink hadn't seen one since he was a small
boy.

"This is why we need the tree," Sarapul said. "I have hidden it here for
many years, but the hull is rotten and we need to fix it."

Malink felt something stir in himat the sight of the big eye painted on
the prow. Sonething that went back to a time before he could renenber, when
hi s peopl e sailed thousands of miles by the eye of the canoe and the gui dance
of the great navigators. Lost arts made sad by this rem nder. He shook his
head. "No one knows how to build a sailing canoe anynore, Sarapul. You are so
old you don't remenber what you' ve forgotten."

"He can fix it," Sarapul said, pointing to Kim.

Kim grinned. "My father taught ne. He was a great navigator from
Sat awan. "

Mal i nk raised a grizzled eyebrow "That is where you | earned our
| anguage?"

"I can fix it. And | can sail it."

"He's teaching nme," Sarapul said.

Malink felt the stirring inside himgrow into excitenment. There was
somet hing here he hadn't felt since the arrival of Vincent. This was a secret
that lifted himrather than weighing himdown. But he was chief and dignity
forbade himfrom shouting joy to the sky.

"You may cut the tree, but there is a condition.”

"You can't tell anyone," Sarapul said.

"I will not tell anyone. But when the canoe is fixed, you nust teach one



of the young ones to be a navigator." He |looked at Kinmi. "WII| you do that?"

Ki m nodded.

"You have your tree, old man," Malink said. "I will tell no one." He
turned and wal ked and fell into a |ight bow egged anbl e down the path.

Kim called to him "I hear ny friend, the pilot, was in the village | ast

ni ght."
Mal i nk fumed. The coconut tel egraph evidently ran even to Sarapul's
little corner of the island. "He asked about you. He said he will conme back."
"Did he have a bat with hin®"
"No bat," Malink said. "Cone tonight to the drinking circle. Maybe he
will cone.”
"I can't," Kim said. "The boys fromthe bachel ors' house hate ne."
"They hate the girl-man," Mlink said, "not the navigator. You cone."

After a nutritious dinner of canned peaches and instant coffee, Tuck
checked the position of the guards, fumed out the lights, and built his
coconut - headed surrogate under the nosquito netting. Only the second tine and
already it seemed routine. There was none of the nervousness or anxiety of the
ni ght before as he craw ed bel ow wi ndow | evel to the bathroom and pried up the
nmetal shower tray.

He dropped through the opening and was reaching up to grab his mask and
fins when he heard the knock on the front door and froze.

He heard the door open and Beth Curtis call, "M . Case, are you asleep
al ready?"

He couldn't let her see the dummy in his bed. "I"min the bathroom Just
a second."

He caught the edges of the shower opening and vaulted back into the
bat hroom The metal tray fell back over the opening, sounding |ike the Tin Man
trying to escape froma garbage can.

He heard Beth Curtis pad to the bathroom door. "Are you all right in
t here?"

"Fine," Tuck said. "Just dropped the soap." He snagged a bar of soap off
the sink and placed it in the bottomof the shower tray, then threw open the
bat hr oom door .

Beth Curtis stood there in a long red silk kinono that was open in a
narrow canyon of white flesh to her navel. Watever Tuck was going to say, he
forgot.

"Sebastian wanted ne to bung you this." She held out a check. Tuck tore
his eyes from her cleavage and took the check

"Five thousand dollars. Ms. Curtis, this is really nore than | bargained
for."

"You deserve it. You were very sweet to take the time to explain all the
instrumentation to nme." She | eaned over and ki ssed himon the forehead,
keepi ng the warm pressure of her lips there a little too |ong. Tuck inagined
her tongue darting though his skull and licking his brain's pleasure center
He could snell her perfune, sonething deep and nusky, and his eyes | ocked on
her breasts, which were conpletely exposed when she | eaned forward. He felt as
if he had been staring at an arc wel der and that creany powdered i mage woul d
travel across his held of vision for hours. A chasm of silence opened up and
wrenched his attention back into the room

"This is very generous," he said. "But it could have waited. It's not
like | have anywhere to spend it."

"I know. | just wanted to thank you again. Personally, w thout Sebastian
around. And | thought you night be able to explain sone of the finer points of
flying ajet. It's all so exciting."

Never a man of strong resol ve, the conbination of sight, scent, and
flattery activated Tuck's seduction autopilot. He glanced toward the bed and
the switch clicked off. Sexual response was replaced by the dumry Tuck shaki ng
its coconut head. He | ooked back at her and | ocked on her eyes--only her eyes.



"Maybe tonorrow," he said. "I'mreally bushed. | was just going to catch a
shower and go right to bed."

For an instant her pouty smle disappeared and her |ips seened to tighten
into ared line, then just as quickly the snmle was back, and Tuck wasn't sure
he'd seen the change at all

"Well, tonmorrow, then," she said, pulling the front of her kinono
together as if she had only just noticed that it had fallen open. "W'Ill see
you at seven." She turned at the door and threw Tuck a parade queen wave as
she left, once again the darling of the E senhower era.

When she was safely out of the bungal ow, Tuck ran to the bed and pi cked
up the green coconut. "What in the hell was that about?"

The coconut didn't answer. "Fine," Tuck said, fitting the head back on
t he sl eeping dumry. "I amnot inpressed. | am not shaken, nor am| stirred.
Weirdness is ny business." Even as he said it, he dismssed the hallucination
as his own good sense mani festing a warning, but the duel cravings for a drink
and a woman yanked at his insides like dull fishhooks. He turned off the light
and let the cravings | ead himout the bathroomhatch to the noonlit sea.

Forty minutes later he took his place in the circle of the Shark mnen.

Chi ef Malink stood and greeted Tuck with a jarring backslap. "Good to see you,
nmy friend. How s it hangi ng?"

"I't hangs with nmagnificent splendor,” Tuck said, his programed response
to the truck covers and cowboys who used that expression, although he wondered
where Malink had heard it. "But I'ma little parched," he said.

A fat young man named Vi ncent was pouring toni ght and he handed Tucker
the coconut cup with a smile. Tuck sipped at first, fighting that first gag,

t hen gul ped down the coconut liquor and gritted his teeth to keep it from
com ng back up

The ol der men in the group seened festive and yattered back and forth in
their native |anguage, but Tuck noticed that the younger nen were sul ki ng,
digging their toes into the sand like pouting little boys.

"Why so glum guys? Soneone kill your dog?"

"No," Malink said, not quite understanding the question. "W eat a turtle
t oday. "

Havi ng your dog killed must mean sonmething different here than it neans
back in Texas, Tuck realized

Mal i nk sensed Tuck's confusion. "They are sad because the Sky Priestess
has chosen the m spel fromtheir house and she will be gone many days now. "

"M spel ?"

"The girl you followed | ast night is nispel of the bachelors' house."

"Sorry to hear that, guys," Tuck said, acting as if he had the slightest
i dea what a mispel or being chosen was. He figured that naybe it had sonething
to do with PVMS. Maybe when the wonen started getting cranky with the old Sky
Priestess cranps, they just checked her into a special "chosen" hut until she
nmel | owed out. He waited until the cup cane around the circle before he brought
it up again. "So she was chosen by the old Sky Priestess, huh? Tough | uck
there. Did you try giving her chocol ate? That takes the edge off sonetines."

"W give her special tuba when she cones,"” Mlink said.

"Tastes like shit!" several of the nmen chanted.

Abo, the fierce one, said, "I amchosen and now Sepie is chosen. | wll
marry her."

Several of the other young men seened | ess than pleased at Abo's
announcement .

"Come on, man," Tuck said. "You mght need a little attitude adjustnent,
but you're not chosen."

"I am" Abo insisted. "Look." He turned his back to the group and ran his
finger across a long pink scar chat ran diagonally across his ribs. "The Sky
Priestess chose ne for Vincent in the tine of the ripe breadfruit.”

Tuck stared at the scar, stunned, hoping that what he was thinking was as
far off as his PM5 theory had been. "The Sky Priestess? That was the nusic
last night, all the noise?"



"Yes," Malink said, "Vincent brings her in his airplane. W never see it,
but we hear it."

"And when soneone is chosen, then does the jet always fly the next day?"

Mal i nk nodded. "No one was chosen for a long time until Vincent sent you
to fly the white airplane. W thought Vincent was angry with us."

Tuck | ooked to Abo, who seened satisfied that the chief was backing him
up. "Were do you go when you are chosen?"

"You go to the white house where the Sorcerer lives. There are many
machi ne. "

"And t hen what ? What happens in the white house?"

"It is secret.”

Tuck was across the circle in Abo's face. "Wat happens there?"

Abo seened frightened and turned away. Tuck | ooked around at the other
men. "Who el se here has been chosen?"

The fat kid who had been pouring twi sted so Tuck could see the scar on
hi s back.

"What's your nane, kid?"

"Vi ncent . "

"I should have known. Vincent, what happens in the white house?"

Young Vi ncent shook his head. Tuck turned to Malink. "What happens?"

Mal i nk shook his head. "I don't know. | have not been chosen."

A famliar voice called out of the dark, "They make them sl eep.™

Everyone turned to see Kim com ng down the path fromthe village. The
ol d canni bal creaked al ong behi nd him

Abo barked a reproach to Kim in his native tongue. Kim barked back
sonmet hing in the sane | anguage. Tuck didn't have to know the | anguage to know
that Kim had told the fierce one to fuck off.

"Kim, are you okay?" Tuck barely recogni zed the navigator. He was
wearing the blue loincloth of the Shark nen and he seened to have put on sone
muscl e. Tuck was genuinely delighted to see him The navigator ran to himand
threw his arnms around the pilot. Tuck found hinself returning the enbrace.

Several of the young nmen had stood and were glaring at Kim. One of the
jugs of tuba had been kicked over, but no one seemed to notice the |iquor
runni ng out on the sand.

"Kim, do you know what's goi ng on here?"

"A pretty white woman with yellow hair. She come out of the fence and
take the girl away. They will put her to sleep and when she wakes up she will
have a cut here." He drew his finger across the back of his ribs.

"No!" Abo screaned. He | eaped over the crouching Malink to get to Kim.
Wt hout thinking, Tuck swung around and caught Abo under the jaw with a
roundhouse punch. Abo's feet flew out fromunder himand he | anded on his
back. Tuck rubbed his hand. Abo tried to struggle to his feet and Malink
barked an order to two of the young Vincents. Reluctantly, they restrained the
friend. "Vincent has sent the pilot," Mlink ren nded them

Tuck turned back to Kim . "What happens then?"

"You owe ne five hundred dollars."

"You'll get it. Wat happens then?"

"The chosen has to stay in bed for many days. There are tube stuck in
them and they are in rmuch pain. Then they cone back."

"That's it?"
"Yes," Kim said.
Mal i nk st ood now and addressed Kim . "How do you know t his?"

Kim shrugged. "Sepie tells ne."

Mal i nk turned to Abo, who had stopped struggling and now | ooked
terrified. "She said she would not tell. The girl-man put a spell on her."

Tuck stood rubbing his knuckles, watching this little tropical opera and
feeling like someone had snapped on a |light and found himfrench-kissing a
maggoty corpse. The cooler, the surgical garb, the flights on short notice,
the second jet waiting on the tarnmac in Japan, the guards, the secrecy, the
nmoney. How had he been so fucking stupid?



Mal i nk was hurling a string of native curses at Abo, who | ooked as if he
woul d burst into tears any second.

"You dunb not herfuckers!" Tuck shout ed.

Mal i nk st opped tal ki ng.

"She's selling your kidneys. The doc is taking out your kidneys and
selling themin Japan."

This revelation didn't have quite the effect that Tuck thought it woul d.
In fact, he seened to be the only one concerned about it at all

"Did you hear nme?"

Mal i nk |1 ooked a little enbarrassed. "Wat is a kidney?"

PART THREE

Coconut Angel

42
Bedf el | ows

Just before dawn, Tuck craw ed through the bottom , of the shower like a
honesi ck cockroach, scuttled out of the bathroom under the nmobsquito netting
and into bed. There were things to do, big things, inportant thing-, naybe
even dangerous things, but he had no idea what they were and he was too tired
and too drunk to figure themout now. He had tried, he had really tried to
convince the Shark nmen that the doctor and his wife were doing horrible things
to them but the islanders always cane back with the same answer: "It is what
Vi ncent wants. Vincent will take care of us."

To hell with them Tuck thought. Dunb bastards deserve what happens to
t hem

He roll ed over and pushed the coconut-headed dummy asi de. The dumy
pushed back

Tuck | eaped out of bed, tripped in the nmosquito netting, and scooted on
his butt like a man backing away from a snake.

And the dummy sat up

Tuck couldn't see the face in the predawn light filtering into the
bungal ow, just a silhouette behind the nosquito netting, a shadow. And the
shadow wore a captain's hat.

"Don't think I don't know what you're thinking because I'Il give you six
to five | do." The accent was somewhere out of a Bowery Boys movie, and Tuck
recogni zed the voice. He'd heard it in his head, he'd heard it in the voice of
a talking bat, and he'd heard it twice froma young flyer.

"You do?"

"Yeah, you're thinking, 'Hey, | never wanted to find a guy in my bed, but
if you got to find a guy in your bed, this is the guy I1'd want it to be,"’
ri ght?"

"That's not what | was thinking."

"Then you shoul da taken odds, ya nook."

"Who are you?"

The flyer threw back the nosquito netting and tossed sonething across the
room Tuck flinched as it landed with a thunp on the floor next to him

"Pick it up."

Tuck could just see an object shining by his knee. He picked up what felt
like a cigarette lighter

"Read what it says,'

"I can't. It's dark."

Tuck could see the flyer shaking his head dol eful ly.

"You know, | saw a guy in the war that got his head shot off about the
hat line. Docs did sone hanmmrering on sone stainless steel and riveted it on

t he shadow sai d.



hi s noggin and saved his life, but the guy didn't do nothing fromthat day
forward but walk around in a circle yanking his hamster and singing just the
"row part of 'Row, Row, Row Your Boat.' They had to tape oven mtts on himto
keep himfrom rubbing hinmself raw. Now, |'mnot saying that the guy didn't
know how to have a good tine, but he wasn't rmuch for conversation, if you know
what | nmean.”

"That was a beautiful story," Tuck said. "Why?"

"Because the steel head hamster-pulling 'row guy was a genius conpared to
you. Light the fuckin' lighter, ya nmook."

"Ch," Tuck said and he flipped open the lighter and sparked it. By the
firelight he could read the engraving: VINCENT BENNI DETTI, CAPTAIN U. S A F.

Tuck | ooked back at the flyer, who was still caged in shadow, even though
the rest of the roomhad started to |ighten. "You' re Vincent?"

The shadow gave a slight bow "Not exactly in the flesh, but at your
fuckin' service."

"You're Malink's Vincent?"

"The sane. | gave the chief the original of that lighter."

"You coul d have just said so. You didn't have to be so dramatic." Tuck
was glad he was a little drunk. He didn't feel frightened. As strange as it
all was, he felt safe. This guy--this thing, this spirit--had nore or |ess
saved his life at | east twi ce, naybe three tines.

"l got responsibilities, kid, and so do you."

"Responsibilities?" Now Tuck was frightened. It was a conditioned
response.

"Yeah, so when you get up later today, don't go storming into the doc's
of fice demandi ng the facts. Just go swi mri ng. Cool off."

"Go swi nmi ng?"

"Yeah, go to the far side of the reef and swmaway fromthe direction of
the vill age about five hundred yards. Keep an eye out for sharks outside of
the reef.”

"\ 2"

"A guy appears out of nowhere in the mddle of the night saying all Kkinds
of nystical shit and you ask why?"

"Yeah. Why?"

"Because | said so," Vincent said.

"My dad always said that. Are you the ghost of ny dad?"

The shade sl apped his forehead. "Repeat after me--and don't be getting

any on you, now-one and two and three and 'Row, row, row, row, row .."'" He
started to fade away with the chant.
"Wait," Tuck said. "I need to know nore than that."
"Stay on the sly, kid. You don't know as much as you think you do."
"But..."

"You owe ne."

Two arned ninjas foll owed Tuck to the water. He watched them | ooking for
signs of microwave poisoning fromthe radar blasts, but he wasn't sure exactly
what the signs would be. Wuld they plunp noticeably, perhaps expl ode wi thout
fork holes to rel ease the inner pressure? That woul d be cool. Mybe they'd
fall asleep on the beach and wake up a hundred tines |arger, yearning to do
battle with Godzilla while tiny people whose words didn't match their nouth
nmoverents scranmbled in the flam ng rubble below? (It happened all the tine in
Japanese novies, didn't it?) Too good for them

He pulled on his fins and bowed to them as he backed into the water. "My
your nads shrivel like raisins," he said with a snile

They bowed back, nore out of reflex than respect.

The far side of the reef and five hundred yards down: The ninjas were
going to have a fit. He'd never gone to the ocean side of the reef. Inside was
a warm cl ear aquamari ne where you could al ways see the bottom and the fish
seened, if not friendly, at |east not dangerous. But the ocean side, past the



surf, was a dark cobalt blue, as deep and liquid as a clear night sky. The
colorful reef fish nmust look like M..Ms to the hunters of the deep blue, Tuck
t hought. The outer edge of the reef is the candy dish of nonsters.

He kicked slowly out to the reef, letting the light surge lift and drop
himas he watched the nmulticolored links in the food chain dart around the
bottom A trigger fish, painted in tans and blues that seened nmore at hone in
the desert, was crunching the legs off of a crab while smaller fish darted in
to steal the floating crunbs. He pulled up and | ooked at the only visible
break in the reef, a deep blue channel, and headed toward it. He'd have to go
out to the ocean side and swmthe five hundred yards there, otherw se the
breaki ng surf woul d dash hi m agai nst the coral when he tried to swi mover the
reef.

He put his face in the water and ki cked out of the channel until the
bott om di sappeared, then, once past the surf line, turned and swam parallel to
the reef. It was |like swinmng in space at the edge of a canyon. He could see
the reef sloping down a hundred and fifty feet to di sappear into a blue blur
He tried to keep his bearing on the reef, let his eye bounce fromcoral fan to
anenmone to nudi branch to eel, |ike visual stepping-stones, because to his |eft
there was no reference, nothing but enpty blue, and when he | ooked there he
felt like a child watching for a strange face at the wi ndow, so convinced and
terrified it would conme that any shape, any novenent, any play of |ight
becomes a horror. He saw a flash out the side of his nmask and whi pped around
intine to see a harm ess green parrot fish munching coral. He sucked a
mout hful of water into his submerged snorkel and choked.

He hovered in a dead nan's float for a full minute before he could
breathe normally and start kicking his way up the reef again, this tine
resolved to faith. Whatever, whoever Vincent was, he had saved Tuck's life,
and he knew things. He wouldn't have gone to the trouble to have Tuck eaten by
barracudas.

Tuck ticked off his stepping-stones, trying to gauge how far he had cone.
He woul d have to go out farther to see past the rising surf and use the shore
as a reference, and besides, what was above the water's surface was
irrelevant. This was a foreign world, and he was an uninvited guest.

Then anot her flash, but this time he fought the panic. Sunlight on
somet hing nmetal about thirty feet down the slope of the reef. Something wavi ng
in the surge near the flash. He rested a second, gathered his breath, and
dove, swooping down to grab the object just as he recogni zed what it was: a
set of mlitary dog tags on a beaded nmetal chain. He shot to the surface and
hovered as he caught his breath and read: SOMWERS, JAMES W Janes Sommers was
a Presbyterian, according to the dog tag. Sonehow Tuck didn't think that a
t housand-yard swmwas worth finding a pair of dog tags. But there was the
swath of fabric still down there. Tuck hadn't gotten a good look at it.

He tucked the tags into the inside pocket of his trunks and dove again.
He ki cked down to the swath of cloth, holding his nose and bl owi ng to equalize
the pressure on his ears, even as the air in his lungs tried to pull himto
the surface, away fromhis prize. It was sonme kind of printed cotton. He
grasped at it and a piece cane away in his hand. He pulled again, but the
cloth was wedged into a crevice in the reef. He yanked and the cloth cane
away, revealing sonething white. Qut of breath, he shot to the surface and
exam ned the cloth. Flying piggies. Ch, good. He'd risked his life for
Presbyterian dog tags and a flying piggies print.

One nore dive and he saw what it was that had wedged into the crevice: a
human pel vic bone. Whatever el se had been here had been carried away, but this
bone had wedged and been picked cl ean. Someone wearing flying piggies boxers
had becone part of the food chain.

The swi m back to the channel seened | onger and slower, but this time Tuck
forgot his fear of what might |lurk behind the vasty blue. The real danger I|ay
back on shore.

And how does one, over dinner, proffer the opinion that one's enployers
are nurdering organ thieves? "Stay on the sly," Vincent had said. And so far



he seemed to know what he was tal ki ng about.

43

Boi I i ng the Puppets

"Ch, cone in, M. Case. Sebastian is out on the *,, lanai." She wore a
white raw silk pant suit, cut loose in the legs and | ow at the neck, a rope of
pearls with matching earrings. Her hair was tied back with a white satin bow
and she nmoved before himlike the ghost of good housekeepi ng. "How do you fee
about Pacific | obster?"

"I like it," Tuck said, |ooking for sonme sign fromher that she knew that
he knew. There was no acknow edgnent of her appearance in his roomlast night
or that she had any suspicion of himat all. Tuck said, "I feel like I'm
t aki ng advantage com ng to di nner enpty-handed. | ought to have you and the
doc over to ny place some evening."

"Ch, do you cook too, M. Case?"

"Afewthings. My specialty is blackened Pez."

"A Cajun dish?"

"I learned to make it in Texas, actually."

"A Tex- Mex specialty, then."

"Well, a fifth of tequila does nake it taste a little better.”

She | aughed, a polite hostess |augh, and said, "Can | get you sonethi ng
to drink?"

"You nean a drink or some liquid?"

"I"'msorry. It does seemconstraining, |'msure, but you understand, you
m ght have to fly."

She had a large glass of white wine on the counter where she had been
wor ki ng. Tuck | ooked at it and said, "But perform ng major surgery under the
i nfluence is no problem right?" That was subtle, Tuck thought. Very snmooth. |
am a dead man.

Her eyes narrowed, but the polite snile never left her lips. "Sebastian,"
she called, "you' d better cone in, dear. | think M. Case has sonething he
wants to discuss with us."”

Sebastian Curtis came through the french doors |ooking tall and
dignified, his gray hair brushed back, his tan face striking against the gray.
To Tuck he | ooked |ike any number of executives one nmight see at a yacht club
a retired mal e nodel perhaps, a Shakespearean actor finally finished with the
young prince and | over roles, seasoned and ready to play Caesar, Lear, or nore
appropriately, Prospero, the banished wi zard of The Tenpest.

Tuck, still in his borrowed clothes, baggy and rolled at the cuffs, felt
like a beggar. He fought to hold on to his righteous indignation, which was an
unfam liar enotion to himanyway.

Sebastian Curtis said, "M. Case. Nice to see you. Beth and | were just
tal ki ng about how pl eased we are with your work. |I'm sure these inpronptu
flights are difficult."”

"M. Case was just suggesting that we keep an eye on our al coho
consunption,” Beth Curtis said. "Just in case we mght have to perform an
energency surgery."

The jovial manner dropped fromthe doctor like a veil. "And just what
ki nd of surgery mght you be referring to?"

Tuck | ooked at the floor. He should have thought this through a little
nore. He fingered the dog tags in his pocket. The plan was to throw them on
the tabl e and demand an expl anation. What had happened to the skeleton, the
owner of the tags? And for that matter, what woul d happen to Tucker Case if he

threwthis in their faces? Mary Jean used to say, "ln negotiations, always
| eave yourself a way out. You can always cone back later."
Go slow, Tuck told hinmself. He said, "Doc, |I'm concerned about the

flights. | should know what we're carrying in case we're detained by the



authorities. Wat's in the cool er?"

"But | told you, you're carrying research sanples.”

"What kind of sanmples?" It was time to play a card. "I'"mnot flying again
until | know. "

Sebastian Curtis shot a glance at his wife, then | ooked back to Tucker
"Perhaps we should sit down and have a talk." He pulled a chair out for
Tucker. "Please." Tuck sat. The doctor repeated the gesture for his wife and
then sat down next to her, across the table from Tuck.

"“I"ve been on Alualu for twenty-eight years, M. Case."

"What does that have to do...?"

Curtis held up a hand. "Hear ne out. If you want answers, you have to
take themin the context that | give them"

"Ckay. "

"My famly didn't have the money for nedical school, so | took a
schol arship fromthe Methodi st Mssions, on the condition that I work for them
when | graduated and go where they sent ne. They sent ne here. | was full of
nmysel f and full of the Spirit of the Lord. | was going to bring God and
healing to the heathens of the Pacific. There hadn't been a Christian
m ssionary on the island since Wrld War 11, and | was warned that there m ght
be a residual Catholic influence, but the Methodists have |iberal ideas about
spreading the Wrd of God. A Methodi st nissionary works with the culture he
finds. But | didn't find a Catholic popul ation here. What | found was a
popul ati on that worshi pped the nenory of an Anerican pilot and his bonber."

"A cargo cult," Tuck said, hoping to nove things al ong.

"Then you know about them Yes, a cargo cult. The strongest |'d ever
heard of. Fortunately for ne, it wasn't based on the hatred of whites |like the
cargo cults in New Cuinea. They | oved Anericans and everything that canme from
America. They took ny nedicine, the tools | brought, food, reading material
everything | offered them except, of course, the Wrd of God. And | was good
to them The natives on this island are the healthiest in the Pacific. Partly
because they are so isolated that comunicabl e di seases don't reach them but
| take sone credit for it as well."

"So that's why you don't let them have any contact with the ship when it
arrives?"

"No, well, that is one of the reasons, but mainly | wanted to keep them
away fromthe ship's store.”
n W]y?ll

"Because the store offered themthings that | couldn't or wouldn't give
them and the store only accepted nmoney. Mney was beconming an icon in their
religion. |I heard druns in the village one night and went into the village to
find all the wonmen crouched around a fire hol di ng wooden bow s with a few
coins in the bottom They were oiled and waving their heads as if in a trance,
and as the drumers played, the men, wearing masks fashioned to | ook Iike the
faces on American currency, noved around behind the wonen, copulating with
them and chanting. It was a fertility ceremony to make the nmoney in the bow s
multiply so they could buy things fromthe ship's store.”

"Well, it does sound better than getting a job," Tuck said.

Curtis didn't see the humor. "By forbidding themto have contact with the
ship, | thought | could kill the cargo cult, but it didn't work. | would talk
of Jesus, and the miracles that he perfornmed, and how he woul d save them and
they would ask me if | had seen him Because they had seen their savior. Their
pil ot had saved them fromthe Japanese. Jesus had just told themthat they had
to give up their custons and taboos. Christianity couldn't conpete. But |
still stied. | gave themthe best care | could. But after five years, the
Met hodi st M ssions sent a group of officials to check on my progress. They cut
nmy funding and wanted to send me honme, but | decided to stay and try to do the
best | could wi thout their support.”

"He was afraid to | eave,” Beth Curtis said.

Sebastian Curtis |looked as if he was going to strike his wife. "That's
not true, Beth."



"Sure it is. You hadn't been off this island in years. You forgot how to
l[ive with real people.”
"They are real people.™

As amusing as it was to watch the perfect couple illusion go up in flanes
before his eyes, Tuck put out the fire. "A Learjet and millions in
el ectronics. Looks like you did pretty good with no funding, Doc."
"I"'msorry." And he |looked as if he was. "I tried to make it on what the
i sl anders could raise by selling copra, but it wasn't enough. | |ost one of ny
patients, a tattle boy, because | didn't have the funds to fly himto a
hospital that could give himthe care he needed. | tried harder to convert the

natives, thinking I mght get another mssion to sponsor us, but how can you
conpete with a Messiah peopl e have actually spoken to?"

Tuck didn't answer. Having spoken to the "Messiah" hinself, he was
convi nced al ready.

Sebastian Curtis drained his glass of wine and continued. "I sent letters
to churches, foundations, and corporations all over the world. Then one day a
pl ane | anded out on the airstrip and sonme Japanese busi nessnmen got out. They
woul dn't fund the clinic out of charity, but if I could get every abl e-bodi ed
i sl ander to give blood every two weeks, then they would hel p. And every two
weeks the plane came and picked up three hundred pints of blood. | got
twenty-five American dollars for every pint."

"How d you talk the natives into it? |I've given blood. It's not that
pl easant . "

"They were conming on a plane, remenber? Airplanes are a big part of these
people's religion."

"I'f you can't beat 'em join 'em huh?"

"They al ways brought sonething on the plane for the natives. Rice,
machet es, cooking pots. | got all the medicines | needed and | was able to get
the materials to build nost of this compound.™

Beth Curtis stood up. "Ch, as much as | love hearing this story, | think
we should eat. Excuse ne." She went to the kitchen area, where a | arge pot was
boiling on the stove, reached into a wooden crate on the floor, and came up
with a large live lobster in each hand. The giant sea bugs waved their |egs
and antennae around | ooking for purchase. Beth Curtis held them over the pot,
puppeting them "OCh, Steve, you got us a roomwth a hot tub. How wonderful "
she made the left |obster say.

"Yes, I'mvery romantic," she said in a deeper voice, bouncing the bug
with the words. "Let's go innow. |I'malittle tense."

"Ch, you're wonderful." Then she dropped the I obsters into the boiling
wat er .

A hi gh-pitched squeal cane fromthe pot and Beth Curtis went to the crate
for another victim

"Beth, please," the doctor said.

"I"'mjust trying to lighten things up a little, 'Bastian. Be still."

She held the second | obster over the pot, then | ooked at Tucker as she
began her narration. "This is the crazed doctor tal king. There's always a
crazed negal omani acal doctor. It's traditional."

Sebastian Curtis stood up. "Stop it, Beth!"

She affected a Gernman accent. "You see, M. Bond, a man spends too mnuch
time on an island al one, he changes. He loses his faith. He begins to think of
ways to inmprove his lot. My associates in Japan cane to ne with a proposal
They would send nme to a semnar in San Francisco to brush up on organ

transpl ant surgery. | would no | onger be selling blood for pocket change. They
woul d send ne specific orders for kidneys, and | could deliver themwthin
hours for a cool half-mllion apiece. A dying man will pay a lot for a healthy

ki dney. In San Francisco | nmet a woman, a beautiful woman." Beth canme out of
character for a nmonent, grinned, and bowed quickly, then went back to
terrorizing the lobster. "I brought her here, and it was she who devised the
plan to get the natives to conply with having their organs renoved. Not only
beautiful, but a genius as well, and she had a degree as a surgical nurse. She



used her abundant charns on the natives"--she held the | obster where it could
have a good view of her cleavage--"and the savages were nore than happy to
donate a ki dney. Meanwhile, | have becone rich beyond ny wildest dreams, and
as for you, M. Bond, nowit's time for you to die." She dropped the |obster
into the pot and began to shake with a diabolical |augh. She stopped | aughi ng
abruptly and said, "They should be ready in about ten mnutes. Salad, M.
Case?"

Tuck couldn't think. Somewhere in that little puppet show of the damed
was a confession to cutting out people's organs and selling themlike so nuch
meat, and the doctor's wife not only didn't seemto have any regrets about it,
she was absolutely gleeful. Sebastian Curtis, on the other hand, had his head
down on the table, and when he did | ook up, he couldn't make eye contact with
Tuck. A minute passed in unconfortable silence. Beth Curtis seened to be
waiting for soneone to shout "Encore!" while the good doctor gathered his
wits.

"What 1'd like you to understand, M. Case, is that |--we--couldn't have
taken care of these people without the funds we've received for what we do.
They woul d have no nodern nedi cal care at all."

Tuck was thinking again, trying to measure what he could say and what he
wasn't willing to reveal. He couldn't let them know that he knew anyt hi ng at
all about the Shark People, and, as Vincent had inplied, he'd better find out
nore before he threw down the dog tags and Pardee's notebook. The doc was
obviously stretched pretty tight by the situation, and Ms. Curtis--well, Ms.
Curtis was just fucking scary. Play it chilly. They'd brought him here because
t hey thought he was as twi sted as they were. No sense in ruining his image.

"I understand," Tuck said. "I wish you' d been a little nore up front
about it, but I think I get all the secrecy now But what | want to know is:
Way can't | drink if you guys do? | nean, if you guys can perform naj or
surgery when you're half in the bag, then | can fly a plane.”

Beth said, "W wanted to help you with your substance abuse problem W
t hought that if you weren't exposed to other drinkers that you' d rel apse when
you went back hore."

"Very thoughtful of you," Tuck said. "But when exactly am | supposed to
go hone?"

"When we're finished," she said.

The doctor nodded. "Yes, we were going to tell you, but we wanted you to
becorme used to the routine. W wanted to see if you could handle the job

first. We're going to do the operations until we have a hundred million, then
we will invest it on behalf of the islanders. The proceeds will assure we can
continue our work and that the Shark People will be taken care of as long as

they are here."

Tuck laughed. "Right. You' re not taking anything for yourself. This is
all a mercy mssion."

"No, we may | eave, but there'll be enough to keep someone running this
clinic and shipping in food and supplies forever. And then there's your
bonus. "

"GO, " Tuck said. "GO ahead."

"The pl ane. ™
Tuck raised an eyebrow. "The plane?"
"I'f you stay until we finish our work, we will sign the plane over to

you, plus your salary and any other bonuses you' ve accumul ated. You can go
anywhere in the world you want, start a charter business if you want, or just
sell it and live confortably for the rest of your life."

Tuck shook his head. O all the weirdness that had gone on so far, this
seened like the weirdest, if only because the doctor seemed so earnest. It
m ght have had sonmething to do with the fact that it was one of those things
that a guy hopes all his |ife he is going to hear, but convinces hinmself that
it's never going to happen. These people were going to give himhis own
Learjet.

He didn't want to do it, he fought not to do it, he strained, but



nevert hel ess, Tuck coul dn't stop hinself from asking. "Wy?"

"Because we can't do it without you, and this is something that you can't
get any other way. And because we'd rather keep you than have to find another
pilot and lose the tinme."

"What if | say no?"

"Then, you understand, we'd have to ask you to | eave and you woul d keep
t he noney that you've al ready earned.”

"And | can just go?"

"OfF course. As you know, you are not our first pilot. He decided to nove
on. But then again, we didn't nmake himthis offer.”

"What was your first pilot's nanme?"

The doctor shot a |ook at his wife. She said, "G ordano, he was Italian
Why ?"

"The aviation community is pretty small. | thought I mght know him"

"Do you?" she said and there was too much sincerity in the question for
Tuck to believe that she didn't know the answer.

"No. "

Sebastian Curtis cleared his throat and forced a smle. "So what do you
t hi nk? How would you like to own your own Learjet, M. Case?"

Tuck sat staring at the open wine bottle, neasuring what he could say,
what answer they not only wanted to hear, but had to hear if he was going to
| eave the island alive. He extended his hand for the doctor to shake. "I think
you' ve got yourself a pilot. Let's drink to the deal ."

An electronic bell trilled fromthe bedroom and the doctor and his wife
exchanged glances. "I'Il take care of it," Beth Curtis said. She stood and put
her napkin on the table.

"Excuse me, M. Case, but we have a patient in the clinic who requires ny
attention." Then the whiplash mood swing fromofficious to acid. "She presses
that buzzer so much you'd think it was attached to her clit."

Sebastian Curtis | ooked at Tuck and shrugged apol ogetically.

44

Reveal ed: The Perfect Couple

Back at his bungal ow, an argunent went on in the still-sober brain of
Tucker Case.
I am scum | should have told themto shove it.

But they mght have killed you.

Yeah, but | would have at least had ny integrity.
Your what? Cet real.

But |I'm scum

Bi g deal . You've been scum before. You've never owned a Learjet before.
You actually think they'll give me the jet?

It could happen. Stranger things have happened.
But | should do somnething about this.

Why? You' ve never done anything before.

Well, maybe it's tine.

No way. Take the jet.

"' mscum

Well, yes, you are. But you're rich scum

I can live with that.

The dog tags and Jefferson Pardee's notebook |ay on the coffee table,
threatening to set off another fusillade of doubt and condemation. Tuck | ay
back on the rattan couch and turned on the television to escape the noise in
his mnd. Skinny Asian guys were beating the snot out of each other in a
ki ckboxi ng match fromthe Philippi nes The Ml aysi an channel was showi ng how to



fillet a schnauzer. The cooki ng show ren nded hi mof surgery, and surgery
rem nded himthat there was a beautiful island girl Lying in the clinic,
recovering froman unnecessary major surgery that he could have prevented.
Definitely kickboxing.

He was just getting into the rhythm of the viol ence when the bat cane
t hrough the wi ndow and nmade an awkward sw ngi ng | andi ng on one of the
bungal ow s open rafters. Tuck lost his breath for a mnute, thinking there
m ght just be a wild animal in his house. Then he saw the sungl asses.

Roberto steadied hinself into a slightly sw nging upsi de-down hang.

Tuck sighed. "Please just be a bat in sunglasses tonight. Please.”

Thankful ly, the bat said nothing. The sungl asses were sliding off his
nose.

"How do you fly in those things?" Tuck said, thinking out I|oud.

"They're aviators."

"Of course," Tuck said. The bat had i ndeed changed from rhi nestone
gl asses to aviators, but once you accept a talking bat, the leap to a talking
bat with an eyewear wardrobe is a short one.

Roberto dropped fromthe rafter and took wing just before he hit the
floor. Two beats of his wings and he was on the coffee table, as awkward in
his spiderlike crawl as he was graceful in the air. Wth his wing claw, he
raked at Jefferson Pardee's notebook until it was open to the mddle, then he
| aunched hinself and flew out the w ndow.

Tuck picked up the notebook and read what Pardee had witten. Tuck had
m ssed this page when he had | ooked at the notebook before. This page had been
stuck to the one before it; the bat's clawing had revealed it. It was a list
of |l eads that Pardee had made for the story he had been working on. The second
itemread; "What happened to the first pilot, Janes Somrers? Call inmgration
in Yap and Guam " Tuck flipped through the notebook to see if he had m ssed
somet hing el se. Had Pardee found out? OF course he had. He'd found out and
he'd foll owed Sommers to the | ast place anyone had seen him But where was
Par dee? Hi s not ebook hadn't cone to the island wi thout him

Tuck went through the notebook three nore tines. There were sone foreign
nanes and phone nunbers. Sonething that |ooked like a packing list for a trip.
Sone notes on the background of Sebastian Curtis. Notes to check up on
Japanese with guns. The word "Learjet" underlined three times. And nothing
el se. There didn't seemto be any organi zational formto the notes. Just
random facts, nanes, places, and dates. Dates? Tuck went through it once nore.
On the third page in, all by itself, was printed: "Alualu, Sept. 9."

Tuck ran to the nightstand drawer, where the Curtises had left hima
cal endar. He counted back the days to the ninth and tried to put events to
days. The ship had arrived on the ninth, and the norning of the tenth he had
made his first flight. Jefferson Pardee could be Lying in the clinic right
now, wondering where in the hell his kidney was. |If he was, Tuck needed to see
hi m

Tuck | ooked in the closet for something dark to wear. This was going to
be different from sneaking out to the village. There were no buil di ngs between
the guards' quarters and the clinic, no trees, nothing but seventy-five yards
of open conpound. Darkness would be his only cover

It was a tropical -weight wet suit--two-ml| neoprene--and it was two sizes
two big, but it was the only thing in the closet that wasn't khaki or white.
In the 80-degree heat and 90-percent humidity, Tuck was reeling fromthe heat
bef ore he got the hood on. He stepped into the shower and soaked hinself wth
cold water, then peel ed the hood over his head and nmade his escape through the
shower floor, dropping onto the wet gravel bel ow

In the novies the spies--the Navy SEALS, the Special Forces, the
denolition experts--always sneak through the night in their wet suits. Wy,
Tuck wondered, don't they squish and sl osh and make squeaki ng raspberry noi ses
when they creep? Must be special training. You never hear James Bond say,



"Frankly, Q 1'll trade the |laserguided cufflink mssiles for a wet suit that
doesn't make me feel |like a bloody bag of catsick." Which is how Tuck felt as
he sl oshed around the side of the clinic and peeked across the compound at the
guard on duty, who seened to be looking right at him

Tuck pulled back around the coner. He needed a diversion if he was going
to make it to the clinic door unseen. The nmoon was bright, the sky clear, and
t he conpound of white coral gravel reflected enough light to read by.

He heard the guard shout, and he was sure he'd been spotted. He fl attened
against the wall and held his breath. Then there were nore Japanese from
across the compound, but no footsteps. He ventured a peek. The guard was
gesturing toward the sky and brushing his head. Two ot her guards had j oi ned
hi m and were | aughing at the guard on duty. He seened to get angrier, cursing
at the sky and wi ping his hand on his uniform The other guards | ed himinside
to cal m hi m down and cl ean hi m up

Tuck heard a bark fromthe sky and | ooked up to see the silhouette of a
huge bat agai nst the nobon. Roberto had delivered a guano air strike. Tuck had
hi s di version.

He slipped around the front of the building, grabbed the doorknob, and
turned. It was unlocked. Gven Beth Curtis's irritation at being buzzed and
t he amount of wi ne she'd consuned, Tuck had guessed that she'd get tired
| ocki ng and unl ocki ng the door. Wat did Mary Jean al ways say? "Ladies, if you
do your job and assune that everyone else is inconpetent, you will sel dom be
di sappoi nted." Amen, Tuck thought.

He squi shed into the outer roomof the clinic, which was dark except for
the red-eyed stare of a hal f-dozen machi nes and the danci ng gl ow of a conputer
screen running a screen saver. He'd try to get into that |ater, but now he was
interested in what, or who, lay in the small hospital ward, two roons back

He sl oshed into the exam nation/operating roomby the Iight of nore LED
eyes and pushed through the curtain to the four-bed ward. Only one bed held a
patient--or what |ooked |ike a patient. The only light was a green glow froma
heart nonitor that blipped away silently, the sound turned off. Woever was in
the bed was certainly | arge enough to be Jefferson Pardee. There were a couple
of 1Vs hangi ng above the patient. Probably painkillers after such najor
surgery, Tuck thought.

He noved cl oser and ventured a whisper. "Pst, Pardee."

The [ unp under the covers nmoved and noaned in a distinctly unmascul i ne
voi ce. "Pardee, it's Tucker Case. Remenber?"

The sheet was thrown back and Tuck saw a thin male face in the green
glow. "Kim?"

"Hi, Tucker." Kim |ooked down at the other person under the covers. "You
remenber Tucker? He all better now "

The pretty island girl said, "I take care of you when you sick. You stink
very much."

Tuck backed off a step. "Kim, what are you doi ng here?"

"Well, she like pretty thing, and I like pretty thing. She tired of
havi ng many mans and so aml. W have a lot in comon."

"He the best," Sepie added with an adoring smile at Kim.

Kim handed the snmile off to Tuck. "Once you be a woman, you know how to
make a woman happy."

Tuck was getting over the initial surprise and began to snell the snoke
of his beautiful island girl fantasy as it caught fire and burned to ash. He
hadn't realized how much tinme he'd spent thinking about this girl. She, after
all, was the one who had revived his nanhood. Sort of.

"You right," Kim said. "Wmen are better. | amlesbian now "

"You shouldn't be doing this. This girl just had major surgery.”

"Ch, we not doing nothing but kissing. She very hurt. But this nmake it
better.” Kim held his armup, displaying an IV Iine. "You want to try? Put in
you arm and push button. It make you feel very very nice."

"That's for her, Kim. You shouldn't be using it."

"W share," Sepie said



"Yes, we share,” Kim said

“I"'mvery happy for you. How in the hell did you get in here?"

"Li ke you get out. | swimaround mnes and cone here to see Sepie. No
probl em"

"You don't want to let themcatch you. You' ve got to go. Now "

"One nore push." Sepie held the button, ready to adm ni ster another dose
of morphine to Kim.

Tuck grabbed it from her hand. "No. Go now. How did you know about the
m nes?"

"I have other friend. Sarapul. |I teach himhow to be a navigator. He know
a lot of things too. He a cannibal."

"You' re a canni bal | eshian?"

"Just |earning. How come you have rubber suit? You ki nky?"

"Sneaky. Look, Kim, have you seen a fat white guy, an American?"

"No, but Sarapul see him He see the guards take himfromthe beach. He
not here?"

"No. | found his notebook. | net himon Truk."

"Sarapul say he see the guards bring himto the Sorcerer. He say it very
funny, the white man wear pigs with w ngs."

Tuck felt his face go numb. All that was |left of Pardee was a pelvic bone
wedged in the reef, stripped of flesh and wapped in flying piggy shorts. Onh,
there m ght be the odd kidney left alive in soneone in Japan, a kidney that he
had delivered. Had the fat man died on the operating table during the
operation, the surgery too rmuch for his heart? O was he put under and never
meant to wake up?

Tuck suddenly felt that getting into the doctor's conputer was nore
i nportant than ever. He grabbed Kim's armand pulled the IV needle out of his
vein. The navigator didn't resist, and he didn't seemto feel it.

"Kim, see if you can get that back in Sepie's armand conme with ne."

"Ckay boss."

Tuck | ooked down at the girl, who had evidently picked up on the panic in
his voice. Her eyes were w de, despite the norphine glaze. "Don't buzz the
doctor until after we're gone. This button will let you have only so nuch
nor phine, and Kinm's used some of yours. But if it hurts, you still have to
wai t, okay?"

She nodded. Kim crawl ed out of the bed and neatly fell. Tuck caught him
by the arm and steadi ed him

"I am chosen," Sepie said. "When Vincent conmes, he will give ne nany
pretty things."
Tuck brushed back her hair with his fingers. "Yes, he will. You sleep

now. And thank you for taking care of nme when | was sick."

Kim kissed the girl and after a m nute Tuck pulled himaway and | ed him
t hrough the operating roomto the office section of the clinic. In the gl ow of
t he conputer screen, Tuck said, "Kim, the doctor and his wife ate killing
peopl e. "

"No, they not. They sent by Vincent. Sepie say Vincent come from Heaven
to bring people many good things. They very poor."

"No, Kim, they are bad people. Like Ml colnme. They ate taking advant age
of Sepie's people. They are just pretending to be working for a god."

"How you know? You no believe in God."

Tuck took the boy by the shoul ders. He was no | onger angry or even
irritated, he was afraid, and for the first time ever, not just for hinself.
"Kim, can you swi mback around the m nes?"

"1 think."

"You' ve got to go to the other side of the island and you can't cone
back. If the guards find you I"'mpretty sure you'll be killed."

"You just want Sepie for yourself. She tell me you foll ow her."

“I'"1l check on her and I'lIl neet you at the drinking circle tonorrow
night--tell you how she's doing. I won't touch her, | promnmise. Ckay?"

"Ckay." Kim |eaned against the wall by the door



Tuck studied himfor a monent to try and determ ne just how fucked up he
was. It wasn't a difficult swm Tuck had done it stone drunk, but he'd been
wearing fins and a nask and snorkel. "You're sure you can sw nP"

Kim nodded and Tuck cracked the door. The nobon had noved across the sky
throwing the front of the clinic in shadow The guard across the conmpound was
readi ng a magazi ne by flashlight. "Wen you get outside, go left and get
behi nd the building." The navi gator stepped out, slid down the side of the
bui |l di ng and around the corner. Tuck heard himtrip and fall and swear softly
in Filipino.

"Shit," Tuck said to hinself. He glanced at the conputer. It would have
to wait. He slid out the door, palmng it shut behind him then followed the
navi gat or around the building. He heard the guard shout from across the
conmpound, and for once in his life, Tuck made a definitive decision. He
grabbed the navi gator under the arns and ran

45
Conf essi ons Over Tee

Tucker Case dreanmed of machine-gun fire and jerked as the bullets ripped
into his back. He tossed forward into the dirt, nouth filling with sand,
snothering himas the life drained out of a thousand ragged wounds, and stil
the guns kept firing, the rhythmc reports pounding |ike a violet storm of
tinmpanis, like a persistent fist on a rickety door

"Just let nme die!" Tuck screanmed, nost of the sound caught by his pillow

It was a persistent fist on a rickety door. "M . Case, rise and shine,"”
said a cheery Sebastian Curtis. "Ten minutes to tee tine."

Tuck rolled into the nosquito netting, became entangled, and ripped it
fromthe ceiling. He was still wearing his wet suit and the fragile netting
clung to it like cobwebs. He arrived at the door looking like a tattered ghost
fresh out of Davy Jones's | ocker

"What? | can't fly. | can't even fucking wal k. Go away." Tuck was not a
nor ni ng person
Sebastian Curtis stood in the doorway beaming. "It's Wednesday," he said.

"I thought you m ght want to play a few holes.™

Tuck | ooked at the doctor through bl oodshot eyes and several |ayers of
torn nmosquito netting. Behind Curtis stood one of the guards, sans machine
gun, with a golf bag slung over his shoulder. "Golf?" Tuck said. "You want to
pl ay gol f?"

"It's a different gane here on Alualu, M. Case. Quite chall enging. But
t hen, you've been practicing, haven't you?"

"Look, Doc, | didn't sleep well last night..."

"Could be the wet suit, if you don't mind ny saying. Here in the tropics,
you want fabrics that breathe. Cotton is best.”

Tuck was begi nning to come around, and as he did, he found he was
focusing an intense hatred on the doctor. "I guess we know who got laid |ast
ni ght."

Curtis | ooked down and smiled coyly. He was actually enbarrassed. Tuck
couldn't quite put it together. The doc didn't seemto have any problemwth
killing people or taking their organs--or both--but he was blushing at the
mention of sex with his wife. Tuck glared at him

Curtis said, "You' d better change. The first tee is out in front of the

hangar. 1'll go down and practice a few drives while you get dressed.”
"You do that," Tuck said. He slammed the door
Twenty mnutes later Tuck, his hair still wet fromthe shower, joined

Curtis and the guard in front of the hangar. He was feeling the weight of
three nights with al nost no sleep, and his back ached from draggi ng Ki mi
across the compound, then towing himin the water to the far side of the

m nefield. The guard had never caught up to them but he had conme to the edge



of the water and shouted, waving his machine gun until Tuck and Kim were out

of sight.

"We' || have to share a set of clubs,” Curtis said. "But perhaps now t hat
you' ve decided to stay, we can order you a set."

"Swel | ," Tuck said. He couldn't be sure, but he thought the guard m ght

be the same one that had chased themto the beach. Tuck sneered at himand he
| ooked away. Yep, he was the one.

"This is Mato. He'll be caddying for us today."

The guard bowed slightly. Tuck saluted himwith a mddle finger. If the
doctor saw the gesture, he didn't comrent. He was lining the ball up on a
smal | square of AstroTurf with a rubberized pad on the bottom "W have to hit
off of this. At least until someone invents a gravel wedge." He | aughed at his
own j oke.

Tuck forced a smile.

"The Shark People covered this entire island with gravel hundreds of
years ago. Keeps the topsoil from being washed away in typhoons. This first
hole is a dogleg to the left. The pin is behind the staff's quarters about a
hundred yards."

"Doc, now that we've cone clean, why don't we call themthe guards?"

"Very well, M. Case. Wuld you Iike honors?"

"Call me Tuck. No, you go ahead.”

Curtis hit a long bad hook that arced around the guards' quarters and
| anded out of sight in a stand of palmtrees behind the buil ding.

"I have to adnmit that | may have a bit of an advantage. 1've laid out the
course to accomodate ny stroke. Mst of the holes are doglegs to the left."

Tuck nodded as if he understood what Curtis was talking about, then took
the driver fromthe doctor and hit his own shot, a grounder that skipped
across the gravel to stop fifty yards in front of them "Ch, bad |uck. Wuld
you like to take a Mc@ufffin?"

"Bl ow me, Doc," Tuck said as he wal ked away toward his ball.

"l guess not, then."

The pins were banboo shafts driven into the conmpound, the holes were
lined with old Coke cans with the tops cut off. The best part about it was
that Tuck was able to deliver several vicious high-velocity putts into the
shins of Mato, who was tending the pins. The worst part was that now that
Curtis considered Tuck a confidant, he decided to open up

"Beth is quite a woman, isn't she? DId | tell you how we net?"

"Yeah. "

"I was at a transplant symposiumin San Francisco. Beth is quite the
nurse, the best |'ve ever seen in an operating room but she wasn't working as
a nurse when | net her."”

"Ch, good," Tuck said.

Curtis seened to be waiting for Tucker to ask. Tucker was waiting for the
guard to rat himout for sneaking out of the conpound |ast night.

"She was a dancer in North Beach. An exotic dancer."

"No shit," Tuck said.

"Are you shocked?" Curtis obviously wanted himto be shocked.

"No. "

"She was incredible. The nost incredible woman | had ever seen. She stil
is."

"But then, you've been a missionary on a renote island for twenty-eight
years," Tuck said.

Curtis picked his club for the next shot: the seven iron. "Wat's this?"

"Looks |i ke blood and feathers," Tuck said.

Curtis handed the club to Mato for himto clean it. "Beth did a dance
wi th surgical tubing and a stethoscope that took ny breath away."

"Pretty common, " Tuck said. "Choke you with the surgical tubing and use
t he stethoscope to make sure you haven't done the twitching fish."



"Real | y?" Curtis said. "You' ve seen a woman do that?"

Tuck put on his earnest young man face. "Seen? You didn't notice the
ligature marks on nmy neck when you exam ned ne?"

"Ch, | see," Curtis said. "Still, 1, at least, had never seen anything
like it. She..." Curtis couldn't seemto return to his story. "The wet suit
this nmorning. Was that a sexual thing? | nean, nost people would find it
unconfortable.”

"No, I"'mjust trying to lose alittle weight."
Curtis | ooked serious now. "I don't know if that's such a good idea.
You're still very thin fromyour ordeal in getting here."

"I"'d like to get down to about eight pounds,” Tuck said. "There's a big
Gandhi revival thing going on back in the States. Guys who |l ook like they're
starving have to beat the babes off with a stick. Started with femal e fashion
nodel s, but nowit's noved to the nen."

Curtis | ook enbarrassed. "I guess |I'ma bit out of touch. Beth tries to
keep up with what's going on in the States, but it, well, seens irrel evant out
here. | guess I'll be glad when this is all over and we can | eave the island.”

"Then why don't you just |leave? You're a physician. You could open up a
practice in the States and pull down a fortune without all this."

Curtis glanced at the guard, then | ooked back to Tuck. "A fortune naybe,
but not a fortune like we're accurmulating now |I'mtoo old to start over at
the bottom"

"You' ve got twenty-eight years' experience. You said yourself that the
peopl e you take care of are the healthiest in the Pacific. You wouldn't be
starting over."

"Yes, | would. M. Case--Tuck--1"ma doctor, but I'mnot a very good
one."

Tuck had met a nunmber of doctors in his life, but he had never net one
who could bear to admit that he was inconpetent at anything. It was a running
joke among flight instructors that doctors nmade the worst students. "They
think they're gods. It's our job to teach themthat they're nortal. Only
pilots are gods."

This guy seened so pathetic that Tuck had to rem nd hinself that the good
doctor was at |east a double murderer. He watched Curtis hit a nice
hundr ed- yard bl oodst ai ned seven iron to within ten feet of the pin, which was
set up on a small patch of grass near the beach

Tuck chased down his own skidding thwack of a nine iron that had | anded
between the roots of a walking tree, an arboreal oddity that sat atop a
t hree-foot teepee of tangled roots and gave the inpression that it m ght nove
off on its own power at any nonment. Tuck was hoping that it woul d.

The caddi e foll owed Tuck, and when they were out of earshot of the
doctor, he turned to face the stoic Japanese.

"You can't tell him can you?"

The guard pretended not to understand, but Tuck saw that he was getting
it, even if only by inflection. "You can't tell himand you can't fucking
shoot ne, can you? You killed the last pilot and that got you in a world of
trouble, didn't it? That's why you guys follow nme |ike a bunch of baby ducks
isn't it?" Tuck was guessing, but it was the only |ogical explanation

Mat o gl anced toward the doctor

"No," Tuck said. "He doesn't know that | know. And we're not going to
tell him are we? Just shake your head if you're getting this."

The guard shook his head.

"Ckay, then, here's the deal. I'Il let you guys |ook Iike you're doing
your job, but when | wave you off, you're gone. You hear me? | want you guys
off ny ass. You tell your buddies, okay?"

The guard nodded.

"Can you speak any English at all?"

"Hai. Arittle."

"You guys killed the pilot, didn't you?"

"He tly to take prane." Mato | ooked as if the words were painful for him



to form

Tuck nodded, feeling heat rise in his face. He wanted to smash the
guard's face, knock himto the ground, and kick himinto a glob of goo. "And
you killed Pardee, the fat American man."

Mat o shook his head. "No. W don't."

"Bul l shit!"
"No, we... we..." He was searching for the English word
"What ?"

"W take him but not shoot."

"Take hi mwhere? To the clinic?"

The guard shook his head violently. Not saying no, but trying to say that
he couldn't say.

"What happened to the fat nman?"

"He die. Hospital. We put himwater."

"You took his body to the edge of the reef, where the sharks would find
it?"

The guard nodded.

"And the pilot? You put himin the sane place?"

Agai n the nod.

"What's going on? Are you going to hit or not?"

Tuck and the guard | ooked up like two boys caught trading curses in the
schoolyard. Curtis had cone back down the fairway to within fifty feet of
t hem

Tuck pointed to his ball. "Kato here won't let ne nmove that out for a
shot. I'lIl take the penalty stroke, Doc. But hell, we don't have nutant trees
like that in Texas. It's unnatural."

Curtis | ooked sideways at Tuck's ball, then at Mato. "He can nove it. No
penalty. You're a guest here, M. Case. W can let you bend a fewrules."
Curtis did not smile. Suddenly he seenmed very serious about his golf.

"W're partners now, Doc," Tuck said. "Call me Tuck."

46
Beans and Succubus

Tuck's ot her partner showed up at his bungal ow t hat eveni ng as he was
sitting dowmn to a plate of pork and beans. She didn't knock, or call out, or
even clear her throat politely to I et himknow she was there. One ninute Tuck
was studying a gel ati nous white cube of unidentifiable carbon-based Iife-form
awash in a lunmpy puddl e of boiled | egumes and tomato sauce, and the next the
door opened and she was standing there wearing nothing but a red scarf and
sequi ned hi gh heels. Tuck dropped his spoon. Two partially used beans dribbl ed
out of his open nmouth, tracing contrails of sauce down the front of his shirt.

She executed a single flamenco heel stonp and Tuck watched the inpact
nmove up her body and settle confortably in her breasts. She threw her arns
wi de, struck a pose, and said, "The Sky Priestess has arrived."

"Yes, she has," Tuck said with the gl assy-eyed stupefaction of a newy
converted Moonie. He'd seen sonmething |like her before, either on the hood of a
Rol | s-Royce or on a bowing trophy, but in the flesh the i mage was nuch nore
i medi ate, awe-inspiring even

She pirouetted and the tails of the scarf trailed around her I|ike
af fectionate snoke. "Wat do you think?"

"Uh- huh, " Tuck said, noddi ng.

"Cone here."

Tuck stood and noved toward her in the mindless shuffle step of a zonbie
conpel l ed by the promi se of living flesh. H's brain stopped working, his
entire life energy shifted to another part of his body, and it |ed himacross
the roomto within an inch of her. It wasn't the first tine this had happened
to him but before he had al ways retained the power of speech and nost of his



not or functions.

"What's wong with you?" she said. "Bolts in your neck too tight?"

"My entire body has an erection.”

She took himby the front of the shirt and backed himacross the roomto
t he bed, then pushed himdown and pulled his pants down to his knees. She
vaulted onto himin a straddl e and he reached up for her breasts. She caught
his wists.

"No. You'll fuck up nmy makeup."

And he noticed--like an accident victimmght notice a butterfly in the
grille of the bus that is running over him-that her nipples had been rouged
to an unnatural pink

He tried to sit up and she shoved hi m back down, then took himin her
hand, nicking himwith a red fingernail, making himw nce, and gui ded him
i nside of her. He reached for her hips to drive her down and got his hands
sl apped for the effort.

And she fucked him-preci se and mechani cal as a machine, a single
poundi ng notion repeated and | ubricated and repeated again--until her breath
rasped in her throat |ike hissing hydraulics and she arched her back and
stalled, and misfired, then dieseled for a stroke or two, and she clinbed off.
Sonewhere in all that he had come and she had | ooked at hi m once.

He lay there | ooking at the remmants of torn nobsquito netting over the
bed, breathing hard, feeling a little dizzy, and wonderi ng what had j ust
happened. She went to the bathroom then returned a few seconds |ater and
threw hima towel, which she had obviously used herself.

"We're flying in three or four hours. Be ready."

"Okay." Was he supposed to say something? Didn't this signify sone sort
of change that should be acknow edged?

"I want you to watch nme, but you can't let them see you. Wait a few
m nutes and go out by the hangar where you can see the airstrip. It's a great
show. Theater nakes it all possible, you know Ask the Catholics. They
survived the M ddl e Ages by putting on performances in a | anguage that no one
under st ood on grand stages that were built by the pennies of the poor. That's
the problemw th religion today. No theater."

This nmust be her version of cuddling. "Performance?"

"The appearance of the Sky Priestess," she said as if she was talking to
a piece of toast. She wal ked to the door, then paused and | ooked over her
shoul der. Al nbst as an afterthought she said, "Tucker," and when he | ooked up
she blew hima kiss. Then she was out the door and he heard her shout, "Cue
the music!”

A big band sound bl asted across the island, sending a shiver rattling
t hrough Tuck's body as if a chill ghost fromthe forties had jitterbugged over
hi s spine.

47
Grand Theft Aircraft

The Shark men were breaking into their second jug of tuba when the nusic
started. They all |ooked to Malink. Wiy hadn't he told themthere was going to
be an appearance of the Sky Priestess?

Mal i nk t hought fast, then grinned as if he had known this was com ng al
along. "I wanted it to be a surprise,"” he said. Wiy hadn't this been announced
by the Sorcerer? Was he still angry because Malink had not produced the
girl-man on demand? Was Vincent hinself angry at Malink for something?
Certainly Malink's people would be angry at himfor not giving themthe tine
to prepare the drunms and the banboo rifles of Vincent's arny--and the wonen,
oh, the wonen woul d be shifting coconuts over not having time to oil their
skins and paint their faces and put on their cerenonial grass skirts.

As Malink trudged to the airstrip he tried to fornul ate some expl anati on



that would work with everyone. As if it wasn't difficult enough being chief
with no coffee to drink in the norning--he'd had a headache for two weeks from
caffeine withdrawal --now his role as religious | eader was giving himprobl ens.
Leading a religion is tough work when your gods start stirring for real and
nmessi ng up your prophecies. And what if he did come up with an expl anation
only to have the Priestess of the Sky say sonething that contradicted hinf? She
was supposed to be Vincent's voice, but that voice had been angry lately, so
he didn't dare ask her for help as he had in the past. Not in front of his
peopl e.

He cane out of the jungle just in tinme to see the flash of the
expl osions. The Sky Priestess wal ked out of the snoke and even from a hundred
yards away, Malink could tell by her step that she was pl eased. Malink
breathed a sigh of relief. She was carrying magazines for them If his people
were happy with what she said, then he could use the old "will of Vincent"
argunent for not preparing them

He coul d have never guessed the real reason the Sorcerer had not
forewarned hi mof the appearance of the Sky Priestess. At the time when he
normal ly called the warning, the Sorcerer had been watching through the w ndow
as the Sky Priestess punped away on Tucker Case.

Tuck waited five mnutes before he pulled up his pants and slid out the
door of his bungal ow, nearly running into Sebastian Curtis. The doctor
normal Iy cool, was soaked with sweat and | ooked past Tuck to the clinic. "M.
Case. | thought you'd be preparing the plane. Beth did tell you that you have
a flight?"

Tuck fought the urge to bolt. He hadn't had enough tinme to build up any
renorse about having sex with the doctor's wife, and he didn't excel at

renorse in the first place. "I was on my way to do the preflight. It doesn't
take long."

The doctor didn't make eye contact. "You'll forgive ne if | seem
distracted. | have to performmajor surgery in a few mnutes. You should go

watch Beth's little show "

"What's all the music and expl osi ons?"

"I't's how we retrieve our donors. Beth will explain her theory of
religion and theater to you, |'msure. Excuse nme." He pushed past Tucker and
| ooked at his shoes as he wal ked toward the clinic.

"Aren't you going to watch?" Tuck said.

"Thank you, but | find it nauseating."

"Ch," Tuck said. "Then I'lIl go check out the Lear. G eat gane today,
Doc. "
"Yes," Curtis said. He resuned his stiff-armed walk to the clinic, his
fists balled so hard at his sides that Tuck coul d see them shaki ng.

The guards were gathered at the edge of the hangar. Mato | ooked up
qui ckly and nade eye contact | ong enough for Tuck to see that he was nervous.
Tuck wi shed he had asked himif the other guards spoke English.

"Koni chi -wa, notherfuckers,"” Tuck said, covering his linguistic bases.

None of the guards responded. Except for Mato, their eyes were trained on
Beth Curtis dancing across the airstrip to Benny Goodman's "Sing, Sing, Sing."
One of the guards hit a button by the hangar and the nusic stopped as Beth
Curtis stepped onto a snall wooden platformon the far side of the runway.
Wth the speakers silenced, Tuck could hear the drums of the Shark People.
Sone were marching around in formation hol ding | engths of banboo painted red
as rifles. Beth Curtis raised her hands, a copy of People in each, and the
drums st opped.

Tuck couldn't hear what she was saying, but she was waving her arms
around |i ke a soapbox preacher, and the crowd of natives nmoved, and flinched,
and hung on her every word. She paused at one point and handed the magazi nes
down to Malink, who backed away fromthe platformw th his head bowed.

Tuck didn't find anything about her performance nauseating, but it was



nothing if not strange. Why all the ponp and circunstance? You have siXx guys
wi th machi ne guns, you can pretty rmuch go rip a kidney out anytime you want
to.

He needed to think, and he didn't particularly want to see whom she woul d
pi ck. Whoever it was, their face would be in his head all the way to Japan and
back. He went into the hangar, |owered the door on the Lear, clinbed into the
dark plane, and lay down in the aisle between the seats. He couldn't hear the
sound of the Sky Priestess or the natives oohing and ahhhi ng, and here anong
the steel and glass and plastic and upholstery, it felt |like hone. Here he
could hear the sound of his own mnd; here in his very own Learjet, the
wei rdness was all outside. But for the lack of a key he would have taken the
pl ane right then

The guard ki cked Tuck in the thigh nmuch harder than was needed to wake
him Tuck | ooked up to see the face of the guard who had beaten himon the
beach. He had a scar that ran up his forehead tracing a bare streak into his
scal p and Tuck had started to think of himas Stripe, the evil little nonster
fromthe novie Gemins. Tuck's anger was i mMmedi ate and white-hot. Only the
Uzi stopped himfromgetting his ass kicked again.

The guard dangl ed the key to the Lear's main power cutoff. It was tine to
go. Tuck linped to the cockpit and strapped hinself into the pilot's seat.
Stripe inserted the power key into the instrunent console, twisted it, and
st epped back to watch as Tuck started the power-up procedure.

The other ninjas pulled the Lear out of the hangar by a |large T-bar
attached to the front wheel. Wen the plane was safely out of the hangar, Tuck
started to spool up the jets. Stripe remained with the Uzi at port arnmns.

Tuck made a big show of going through the checklist, testing swi tches and
gauges. He frowned and clicked the radar switch a couple of times. He | ooked
back at Stripe. "Go check the nose. Sonething's not right."

The guard shook his head. Tuck nmined his instructions again and Stripe
nodded, then he notioned through the w ndow for another of the guards to join
t hem on board. Evidently, they weren't going to | eave hi munguarded in the
plane with the power key in. Stripe turned over the guard duty to the other
ninja and appeared at the front of the plane. Tuck notioned for himto get
closer to the nose. Stripe did. Tuck turned on the radar. "And a lovely brain
tunmor for you, you son of a bitch." Stripe seemed to actually feel the
m crowave energy and he junped back fromthe plane. Tuck grinned and gave him
the okay sign. "I hope your tiny little balls are boiling," he said al oud. The
guard behind himdidn't seemto understand what Tuck was saying, but he nudged
himwith the barrel of his Uzi and pointed. Beth Curtis, in her dark Armani,
was coni ng across the conpound with briefcase and cool er in hand.

She stepped into the plane and nodded to the guard. Instead of |eaving,
he took a seat back in the passenger conpartnment. Beth strapped herself into
the copilot's seat.

"We taking himin for shore | eave?" Tuck said.

"No. He's just along for the ride tonight."

"Ch, right." Tuck powered up the jets and eased the Lear out of the
conpound onto the runway.

Beth Curtis was silent until they were at altitude, cruising toward
Japan. Tuck did not engage the autopilot, but steered the Lear gradually,
perhaps a degree a mnute, to the west.

"So what did you think?"

"Pretty inpressive, but | don't get it. Wiy the whole showto bring in
someone for surgery? Way not just send the guards?”

"We're not taking their kidneys, Tucker. They're giving them"

Tuck didn't want to give away what he had | earned from Malink and Sepie
about the "chosen." He said, "Gving themto who? A naked white wonan?"

She | aughed, reached into her briefcase, and brought out an eight-by-ten
col or photograph. "To the Sky Priestess."” She held the photograph where Tuck



could see it. He had to steer manually. If he hit the autopilot now, the plane
woul d turn back toward Japan, the only preset in the nav conputer. The

phot ograph was in color but old. A flyer stood by the side of a B-26 bonber.
On the side of the bonmber was the painting of a vol uptuous naked worman and the
| egend SKY PRI ESTESS. It could have been a painting of Beth Curtis as she had
| ooked when she arrived at Tuck's bungal ow. He recogni zed the flyer as well.

It was the ghost flyer he'd been seeing all along. He felt his face flush, but
he tried to stay cool. "So who's that?"

"The flyer was a guy naned Vincent Bennidetti," Beth said. "The plane was
naned the Sky Priestess. Al the bonmbers had nose art like that in Wrld Wr
I1. We found the picture in the library in San Francisco."

"So what's that got to do with our operation? You' re dressing up like the
pi cture on an airplane."

"No, | amthe Sky Priestess."

"Il"'msorry, Beth. | still don't get it."

"This is the pilot that the Shark People worship. The cargo cult that
'Bastian told you about."

Tuck nodded and tried to | ook surprised, but he was watching his course
wi t hout seeming to do so. If he had figured it right, they would be over Guam
in fifteen mnutes and the Arerican mlitary would force them down. The Air
Force was very cranky about private jets flying though their airspace.

"The natives on Alualu worship this Vincent guy," Beth said. "I speak for
Vincent. They come to ne when we play the nusic and | give themeverything. In
return, | choose one of themfor the honor of the mark of Vincent, which, of

course, is the scar they get fromthe operation.”

"Like | said, you' ve got armed guards. Wy not just take what you want ?"

She | ooked shocked that he would ask. "And get out of show business?"
Then she smiled and reached over and gave his crotch a squeeze.

"When | met Sebastian in San Francisco, he was drunk and throw ng noney
around. One mnute he was so dignified and erudite, the next he was like a
little naive child. He told me about the cargo cult and I came up with the
i dea of not just doing this to support the clinic, but to get really filthy
rich. W had to keep the people happy if we were going to do this in big
nunmbers. "

"So you thought all of this up?"

"It's the reason |'mhere.”

"But Sebastian said you were a"--Tuck caught hinself before he said
"stripper"--"surgical nurse."

"I was. So what? Did | get any respect for that? Did | get any power? No.
To the doctors | was just a piece of ass who could handl e surgical instrunents
and cl ose a patient when they needed to get to the golf course. Did Sebastian
tell you I used to strip?"

"He nentioned sonething about it in passing."

"Well, | did. And | was good."

"I can imagine," Tuck said. A few nore mnutes and they shoul d be joi ned
by an F-16.

She smled. "Fuck nursing. | was just a piece of meat to the nen | worked
with, so | decided to go with it. | was pushing thirty and all single wonmen ny

age were wal king around with a desperate look in their eye and a biol ogica
clock ticking so loud you thought it was the crocodile fromPeter Pan. If |

was going to be treated like meat, | was going to make nmoney at it. And | did.
Not enough, but a lot nore than | would have made nursing."
"Do tell," Tuck said. He couldn't renmenber ever saying "Do tell,"” and it

sounded a little strange hearing it.

She | ooked out the window as if she had fallen into some reverie. Then
wi t hout | ooki ng back, she said, "Wuat's that island?"

Tuck tensed. "I couldn't say."

She sighed. "Islands are amazing."

"l always say that."

She seened to conme out of her trance and | ooked at the instrunent board.



Tuck acted as if he was concentrating on flying the plane. He glanced at Beth
Curtis. Her nouth had tightened into a line.
She reached into the briefcase and canme out with the Walther automatic.
"What's that for?" Tuck said.
"CGet back on course.”

"I amon course."

" Nowd "

"But I amon course. Look." He pointed to the nav conputer, which stil
showed the coordinates of the airstrip in Japan, although it wasn't engaged
with the autopilot.

"No, you're not." She pointed to the conpass. "You're at |east ninety
degrees off course. Turn the plane to Japan now or |'ll shoot you."

Tuck was tired of it. "Right. And you'll fly the plane? There's a
di fference between being able to read a conpass and naking a | andi ng. "

"I didn't say | would kill you. I'"'mgood with this. You'll still be able
to fly with one testicle. Now that would be a shane for both of us. Please
turn the plane."

Tuck engaged the autopilot and let the Lear bring itself around to the
course to Japan.

"Sebastian said you mght try sonmething like that,
| could handle you. | can, can't 1? Handle you, | nean."

Tuck was quiet for a minute, berating hinself for over-estimating the
efficiency of the mlitary. Then finally he said, "You are a nefarious,

di abolical, and evil bitch."

" And?"

"That's all."

"I"minpressed. 'Nefarious' has nore than two syllables. | ama good
i nfl uence on you."

"Fuck you."

"You will,"

she said. "I told him

she sai d.

48
Too Many Quns

Back at the drinking circle, Mlink opened a copy of People reverentially
and read by kerosene | anp while the other nen huddled to get a | ook at the

pi ctures.
"Cher is worst-dressed,"” Malink announced.
"Too skinny," said Favo. "I like Lady D ."

Malink cringed. In the picture Lady Di was wearing a string of pearls,
obviously the reason for Favo's preference. Malink turned the page.

"Cel estine Raptors of Madi son County is nunber one movie in country,"”
Mal i nk read.

"I want to see a novie," Favo said. "You nmust tell the Sky Priestess to
tell Vincent to bring a novie."

"Many novies," said Abo. "And many delicious Iight and heal thy snacks
with NutraSweet registered trademark," he added in English. "Vincent will
bri ng many snacks."

Mal i nk was turning to the noving story of a two-thousand-pound man who,
after being forklifted out of his house, had dieted down to a svelte fourteen
hundred when the sound of a machine gun rattled across the island. Malink put
down the magazi ne and held up his hand to quiet the nen. They waited and there
was anot her burst of gunfire. A few seconds |later they heard shouting and
| ooked down the beach to see Sarapul running as fast as his spindly old | egs
woul d carry him

"Come hel p!" he shouted. "They shot the navigator!"



The Uzi was pressed so hard into Tuck's side that he felt as if his ribs
were going to separate any second. The guard crouched behind himin the
cockpit hatchway, while out on the tarmac Beth Curtis exchanged the cooler for
anot her manil a envel ope. She seemed to be in a nuch better nmobod when she
clinmbed back into the copilot's seat.

"Home, Janes."

Tuck tossed his head toward the back of the plane where the guard was

taking his seat. "l guess you weren't taking any chances about ne taking off
while you were out of the plane."

"Do | | ook stupid?" she said. A smile there, no hint of a chall enge.

"No, | guess not." Tuck pushed up the throttles and taxied the Lear back

out to the runway.

Again Beth Curtis reached over and gave hima |ight squeeze to the
crotch. She put on her headset so she could talk to himover the roar of the
engi nes as they took off. "Look, | know this is hard for you. Trust is
somet hing you build, and you haven't known nme | ong enough to learn to do
that."

Tuck thought, It would help if you weren't changi ng personalities every
five mnutes.

"Trust ne, Tucker. What we are doing is not hurting the people of Al ualu.
There are people in India who are selling off their organs for less than the
price of a used Toyota pickup. Wth what we make, we can be sure that these
peopl e are always taken care of, and we can take care of ourselves in the
nmeantine. "

"If people are selling their organs on the cheap, then how are
you- - we- - maki ng so much noney?"

"Because we can do it to order. Transplant isn't just a matter of bl ood
type, you know. Sure, in a pinch--and usually it is a pinch--you can go on
just blood type, but there are four other factors in tissue typing. If they
mat ch, along with bl ood type, then you have a better chance of the body not
rejecting the organ. Sebastian has a database of the tissue types of every
nati ve on the island. Wen there's a need for an exact match, the order cones
in over the satellite and we run it through the database. If we have it, the
Sky Priestess calls the chosen.”

"Don't the people have to be the same race?"

"It helps, but it seens that the people of Alualu have a very sinilar
genetic pattern to the Japanese.”

"They don't | ook Japanese. How do you know t hi s?"

"Actually, it was figured out by an anthropol ogi st who canme to the island
Il ong before | did. He was studying the | anguage and genetics of the islanders
to determ ne where they migrated from Turns out there are both linguistic and
genetic links to Japan. They've been diluted by interbreeding with natives
from New Guinea, but it's still very close.™

"So you guys opened up Kidneys 'R Us and started naking a mint."

"Except for the scar, their lives don't change, Tucker. W' ve never | ost
a patient to a botched operation or infection."

But bullets, Tuck thought, are another matter. Still, there was nothing
he could do to stop them and if he had to do nothing, a great salary and his
own jet were pretty good conpensation. He'd spent nost of his life not doing
anything. Was it so bad to be paid for what you' re good at?

He said, "So it doesn't hurt then? In the long run, | nean.”

"Their other kidney steps up production and they never notice the
difference.”

"I still don't get the Sky Priestess thing."

She sighed. "Control the religion and you control the people. Sebastian
tried to bring Christianity to the Shark People--and the Catholics before
hi m-but you can't conpete with a god peopl e have actually seen. The answer?
Becone that god."

"But | thought Vincent was the god."



"He is, but he will bring wonderful cargo in the Sky Priestess. Besides,
it breaks the boredom Boredom can be a lethal thing on a small island. You
know about that already."

Tuck nodded. It wasn't so bad now. The fear of being murdered had gone a
| ong way toward breaking his boredom

Beth Curtis | eaned over and kissed himlightly on the tenple. "You and
can fight the boredomtogether. That's one of the reasons | chose you."

" You chose ne?" In spite of hinself, he was thinking about her naked
body grindi ng away above him

"Of course | chose you. I'mthe Sky Priestess, aren't |?"

"I"'mnot so sure it was you," Tuck said, thinking about the ghost pilot.

She pushed away and | ooked at himas if he had lost his nind

49
The Bedsi de Manner of Canni bal s

Tuck slept through nmost of the day, then woke up with a pot of coffee
over a spy novel. He | ooked at the words and his eyes noved down the pages for
hal f an hour, but when he put it down he had no idea what he had read. His
m nd was tom by the thought of Beth Curtis showing up at his door. \Wenever a
guard crunched across the gravel conmpound, Tuck would go to the wi ndow to see
if it was her. She wouldn't come here during the day, would she?

He had prom sed Kim that he would check on Sepie and nmeet himat the
drinking circle, but now he was already a day |late on the prom se. Wat woul d
happen if Beth Curtis cane to his bungal ow while he was out? She couldn't tel
t he doc, could she? What woul d her excuse be for coming here? Still, Tuck was
beginning to think that the doc wasn't really the one running the show He was
nerely skilled |l abor, and so, probably, was Tucker hinself.

Tuck | ooked at the pages of the spy novel, watched a little Ml aysian
television (today they were throwi ng spears at coconuts on top of a pole while
the Asian stock market's tickers scrolled at the bottomof the screen in
t hi n-col ored bands), and waited for nightfall. Wen he could no | onger see the
guard's face across the conpound, he made a great show of yawni ng and
stretching in front of the wi ndow, then turned out the lights, built the dumy
in his bed, and slipped out through the bottom of the shower.

He took his usual path behind the clinic, then inched his way up on the
far side and peeked around the front. Not ten feet away a guard stood by the
door. He ducked quickly around the coner. There was no way into the clinic
tonight. He could wait or even try to intimdate the guard, now that he knew
they were afraid to shoot him O course, he wasn't sure they knew they were
afraid to shoot him Wat if Mato was the only one?

He slid back down the side of the building and through the coconut grove
to the beach. The swi m had beconme |ike walking to the mail box, and he was past
the minefield in less than five mnutes. As he rounded the curve of the beach
he saw a light and figures nmoving around it. The Shark men had brought a
kerosene lanp to the drinking circle. How civilized.

Sone of the nen acknow edged his presence as he nmoved into the circle,
but the old chief only stared into the sand between his feet. There was a
stack of nmgazi nes at his side.

"What's goi ng on, guys?"

A panic made its way around the circle to | and on Abo, who | ooked up and
said, "Your friend is shot by the guards."

Tuck waited, but Abo | ooked away. Tuck junped in front of Malink. "Chief,
is he telling the truth? Did they shoot Kim ? Is he dead?"

"Not dead," Malink said, shaking his head. "Hurt very bad."

"Take me to him"

"He is at Sarapul's house."

"Right. 1'Il ook it up in the guidebook later. Now take me to him™"



A d Malink shook his head. "He going to die."

"Where is he shot?"

"In the water by the mnefield."

"No, nunbnuts. Where on his body?"

Mal i nk held his hand to his side. "I say, 'Take himto the Sorcerer,' but
Sarapul say, 'The Sorcerer shoot him' " Mlink then | ooked Tuck in the eye
for the first time. Hs big brown face was a study in trouble. "Vincent send
you. What do | do?"

Tuck coul d sense a profound enbarrassnment in the old man. He had j ust
admitted in front of the men in his tribe that he didn't have a clue. The |oss
of face was gnawing at himlike a hungry sand crab

Tuck said, "Vincent is pleased with your decision, Mlink. Now | nust see
Kim."

One of the young Vincents stood up. Feeling very brave, he said, "I wll
t ake you."

Tuck grabbed his shoul der. "You're a good nan. Lead on."

The young Vincent seemed to forget to breathe for a nonment, as if Tuck
had touched himon the shoulders with a sword and wel comed himto a seat at
the Round Table, then he cane to his senses and took off into the jungle. Tuck
foll owed cl ose behind, nearly clotheslining hinself a couple of tinmes on
branches that the young Vincent ran right under. The coral gravel on the path
tore at Tuck's feet as he ran.

VWhen they energed fromthe jungle, Tuck could see a light conming out of
Sarapul 's hut, which Tuck recogni zed fromhis day in the cannibal tree. He
turned to young Vincent, who was terrified. He had charged the dragon, but had
made the mi stake of stopping to think about it.

"Kim's with the canni bal ?"

Young Vi ncent nodded rapidly while bouncing fromfoot to foot, |ooking
like he woul d wet hinself any second.

"Co on," Tuck said. "Go tell Malink to cone here. And have a drink.

You' re wigging out."

Vi ncent nodded and ran off.

Tuck approached the door slowy, creeping up until he could see the old
man crouched over Kim, trying to pour something into his mouth froma coconut
cup.

"Hey," Tuck said, "how s he doi ng?"

Sar apul | ooked around and gestured for Tuck to enter the house. Tuck had
to bend to get through the | ow door, but once inside the ceiling opened to a
fifteen-foot peak. Tuck knelt by Kim. The navigator's eyes were closed, and
even in the orange light of Sarapul's oil |anp, he | ooked pale. He was
uncovered and a bandage was w apped around his m ddle.

"Did you do this?" Tuck asked Sarapul

The ol d canni bal nodded. "They shoot himin water. | pull himin."

"How many times?"

Sarapu held up a long bent finger

"Both sides? Did it go through?" Tuck gestured with his fingers on either
side of his hip.

"Yes," Sarapul said.

"Let nme see."

The ol d canni bal nodded and unw apped Kim's bandage. Tuck rolled the
navi gator gently on his side. Kim groaned, but didn't wake. The bullet had
hit himabout two inches above the hip and about an inch in. It had passed
right through, going in the size of a pencil and exiting the size of a
quarter. Tuck was anmazed that he hadn't bled to death. The ol d canni bal had
done a good j ob.

"Don't take himto the Sorcerer," Sarapul said. "The Sorcerer will kill
him He is the only navigator." The old canni bal was pleading while trying to
remain fierce. A sob betrayed him "He is ny friend."

Tuck studied the wound to give the old canni bal a chance to gather
hi nsel f. He couldn't remenber any vital organs being in that area. But the



wounds woul d have to be stitched shut. Tuck wasn't sure he had the stomach for
it, but Sarapul was right. He couldn't take Kinm to Curtis.

"Do you guys have anything you use to kill pain?"

The canni bal | ooked at him quizzically. Tuck pinched himand he yel ped.
"Pain. Do you have anything to stop pain?"

"Yes. Don't do that anynore."

"No, for Kim.'

Sarapul nodded and went out into the dark. He returned a few seconds
later with a glass jug half-full of mlky liquid. He handed it to Tuck
"Kava," he said. "It nmake you no ouch."

Tuck uncapped the bottle and a snell 1ike cooki ng cabbage assaulted his
nostrils. He held his breath and took a big slug of the stuff, suppressed a
gag, and swallowed. H's mouth was i medi ately nunmb. "Wbw, this ought to do it.
I need a needle and sone thread and sone hot water. And sone al cohol or
peroxide if you have it."

Sar apul nodded. "I put Neosporin on him"

"You know about that? Wiy am | doing this?"

Sarapul shrugged and left the house. Evidently, he didn't keep anything
i nside but his skinny old ass.

Kim noaned and Tuck rolled himover. The navigator's eyes fluttered
open.

"Boss, that dog fucker shot ne."

"Curtis? The ol der white guy?"

"No. Japanese dog fucker. " Kim drew his finger across his scalp in a
line and Tuck knew exactly who he neant.

"What were you doing, Kim? | told you that I'd check on Sepie and neet

you." Tuck felt a pleasant nunbness moving into his linbs. This kava stuff
woul d definitely do the trick.

"You didn't come. | worry for her."

"I had to fly."

"Sarapul say those people very bad. You should conme live here, boss."

"Be quiet. Drink this." He held the jug to Kim's lips and tipped it up
The navi gator took a sip and Tuck let himrest before adm nistering another
dose.

"That stuff nasty,"” Kim said.

"I"'mgoing to stitch you up."

The navigator's eyes went w de. He took the jug from Tuck and gul ped from
it until Tuck ripped it out of his hands. "It won't be that bad."

"Not for you."

Tuck grinned. "Haven't you heard? |'ve been sent here by Vincent."

"That what Sarapul say. He say he don't believe in Vincent until we coneg,
but now he do."

"Real | y?"

Sarapul cane through the door with an arm oad of supplies. "I don't say
that. This dog fucker lies."

Tuck shook his head. "You guys were nade for each other."

Sarapul set down a sewing kit and a bottle of peroxide, then crouched
over the navigator and | ooked up at Tuck. "Can you fix hin®"

Tuck grinned and grabbed the old cannibal by the cheek. "Yum" Tuck said.

"Sorry," Sarapul said.

"Il fix him" Tuck said. Silently he asked for help from Vincent.

"I can't feel ny arms,"” Kim said. "My legs, where are ny legs? I'm
dyi ng. "

Sar apul | ooked at Tuck. "Good," he said. "Mre kava."

Tuck picked up the jug, nowonly a quarter full. "This is great stuff."

"I"'mdying," Kim said.

Tuck rolled the navigator over on his side. "Kim, did | tell you |I saw
Robert o?"

"See, | didn't eat him" Sarapul said.



"Where?" Kim asked.

"He came to ny house. He talked to ne."

"You lie. He only speak Filipino."

"He | earned English. Can you feel that?"

"Feel what? | am dyi ng?"

"Cood," Tuck said and he laid his first stitch.

"What Roberto say? He mad at ne?"

"No, he said you're dying."

"I"'mdying, I'"'mdying," Kim wailed.

"Just kidding. He didn't say that. He said you' re probably dying." Tuck
kept Kim talking, and before | ong the navigator was so convinced of his
approachi ng death he didn't notice chat Tucker Case, self-taught inconpetent,
had completely stitched and dressed his wounds.

50
Don Qui xote at the Mniature Golf Course

He was sl eeping, dreami ng of flying, but not in a plane. He was soaring
over the warm Paci fic above a pod of hunpback whal es. He swooped in close to
the waves and one of the whal es breached, winked at himwith a football-sized
eye, and said, "You da nman." Then the whale smled and blew the dreamall to
hell, for while Tuck knew hinself to indeed "be da man" and while he didn't
m nd being told so, he al so knew that whales couldn't smle and that bit of
illogic above all the others broke the dream s back. He woke up. There was
musi ¢ playing in his bungal ow.

"Dance with ne, Tucker," she said. "Dance with ne in the noonlight."

The snmooth muted horns of "Monlight Serenade"” filled the roomfroma
portabl e boom box on his coffee table. Beth Curtis, wearing a sequi ned evening
gown and hi gh- heel ed sandal s, danced an imagi nary partner around the room
"Ch, dance with ne, Tucker. Pl ease."

She glided over to the bed and held her hand out to him He gave her the
coconut man's head, rolled over, and ducked under the sheet. "Go away. |'m
tired and you're insane.”

She sat on the bed with a bounce. "You old stick in the mud." A pouty
voi ce now. "You never want to have any ronance."

Tuck feigned sleep. Pretty well, he thought.

"I brought chanpagne and candles. And | nade cookies."

This is me sleeping, Tuck thought. This is exactly how | behave when |
sl eep.

"I twisted up a joint of skunky green bud the size of your dick."

"I hope you got help carrying it," he said, still under the covers.

"I rolled it on the inside of ny thigh the way the wonmen in Cuba rol
cigars.”

"Don't tell me how you |icked the paper."”

She sl apped himon the bottom "Cone on, dance with ne."

He rolled over and pulled the sheet off his face. "You' re not going to go
away, are you?"

"Not until you dance with ne and have sone champagne.”

Tuck | ooked at his watch. "It's five in the norning."

"Haven't you ever danced till dawn?"

"Not vertically."

"Ch, you nasty boy." Coy now, as if anything short of being caught at
genoci de coul d nake her blush. The song changed to sonething slow and oily
that Tuck didn't recognize.

"This is such a good song. Let's dance." She swooned. She actually
swooned. Swooni ng, Tuck noticed, |ooked very much |ike an asthma attack
wheezed in slow notion. A rooster crowed, and seven thousand six hundred and
fifty-two roosters responded in turn.



"Beth, it's norning. Please go hone."

"Then you're not going to dance with ne?"

"No. "

"Al'l right, |I guess we'll skip the dancing, but | want you to know t hat
I'"mvery di sappointed." She stood up, pulled the evening gown over her head,
and dropped it to the floor. The sequins sizzled against the floor like a
dyi ng rattl esnake. She wore only stocki ngs underneat h.

Tuck said, "I don't think this is such a good idea," but there was no
conviction in his voice and she pushed hi mback on the bed.

Tuck was staring up at the ceiling, his arm pi nned under her neck

silently nouthing his mantra, "After this, | will not bone the crazy wonan
After this, I will not bone the crazy woman. After..." Boy, how many tinmes had
he said that? Maybe things were getting better, though. In the past it had
al ways been "I will not get drunk and bone the crazy wonan." He had been only

sl eepy this tinme.

He tried to wormhis armout fromunder her, then used the "ol d snuggle
method.” He rolled into her for a hug and when she responded with a sl eepy
moan and tried to kiss him the space under her neck opened up and he was
free. It worked as well on murdering bitch goddesses as it did on Mary Jean
| adi es. Better even, Beth didn't wear near as nuch hair spray, which can sl ow
a guy down. Cod, |'m good.

He rolled out of bed and crept into the bathroom While he peed, he
softly chanted, "Yo, after this, | will not bone the crazy woman." It had
taken on a rap cadence and he was feeling very hip along with the usua
selfloathing. H's scars made himthink of Kim's wound, and suddenly he was
angry. He padded naked back to the bed and jostled the sleeping icon. "Get up
Beth. Go hone."

And soneone pounded on the door. "M . Case, tee tinme in five."

Tuck cl anped his hand over Beth's mouth, lifted her by her head in a
si ngl e sweeping nove fromthe bed to the bathroom where he rel eased her and
shut the door. Fred Astaire, had he been a terrorist, would have been proud of
t he nove.

Tuck grabbed his pants off the floor, which is where he kept them pulled
t hem on, and answered the door. Sebastian Curtis had a driver slung over his
shoul der. "You mght want to put on a shirt, M. Case. You can get burned
even this early."

"Right," Tuck said. He was | ooking at the caddie. Today Stripe carried
the clubs. The guard sneered at him Tuck smled back. Stripe, like Mato
before him was doing caddie duty unarmed. Tine to play a little round for the
navi gator, he thought. He wi nked at Stri pe.

“"I"1l be right there." Tuck closed the door and went to the bathroomto
tell Beth to wait until he'd gone before com ng out, but when he opened the
door, she was gone.

"Did you know that over ninety percent of all the endangered species are
on islands?" the doctor said.

"Nope," Tuck said. He picked his ball up and put it on the rubberized
mat, then turned to Stripe. "Dopey, give me a five iron."

They were on the fourth hole and had crisscrossed the conpound pretendi ng
to play golf for an hour. Tuck swung and skidded the ball fifty yards across
the gravel. "Heads up, Bashful," Tuck said as he threw the club back to
Stripe

"Islands are like evolutionary pressure cookers. New species pop up
faster and go extinct nore quickly. It works the same way with religions.”

"No ki dding, Doc?" They still had fifty yards to get to where Sebastian's
first shot lay. Tuck had hit three tines.

"The cargo cults have all the same events associated with the great



religions: a period of oppression, the rise of a Messiah, a new order, the
prom se of an endless tine of peace and prosperity. But instead of devel opi ng
over centuries like Christianity or Buddhism it happens in just a few years.
It's fascinating, like being able to see the hands of the clock nmove right
bef ore your eyes and be a part of it."

"So you must totally get off when daylight savings tinme cones around."”

"It was just a nmetaphor, M. Case."

"Call me Tuck." They had reached Tuck's ball and he placed it on the
AstroTurf mat. "Sneezy, give nme the driver."

Sebastian cleared his throat. "That | ooks nore like a nine iron to ne.
You' ve only got fifty yards to the pin."

"Trust ne, Doc. | need a driver for this one."

Stripe snickered and handed himthe driver. Tuck exami ned it, one of the
| ar ge- headed all oy nodel s that had become so popular in the States--all netal
Tuck grinned at Stripe. "So, Doc, | guess you shitcanned the Methodi st thing
to watch the clock spin." Tuck lined up the shot and took a practice swi ng.
The cl ub whooshed t hrough the air.

"Have you ever had faith in anything, M. Case?"

Tuck took another practice swing. "Me? Faith? Nope."

"Not even your own abilities?"

"Nope." Tuck made a show of lining up the shot again and meking sure his
hi ps were | oose.

"Then you shoul dn't make jokes about it."

"Right," Tuck said. He tensed and put his entire weight behind the club
but instead of hitting the ball, he swng it around |like a baseball bat,
slamming the head into Stripe's cheek, shattering the bone with a sickening
t hwack. The guard's feet went out from under himand he landed with a crunch
in the coral

"Christ!" Sebastian yelled. He grabbed the club and wenched it from
Tuck's grasp. "Wat in the hell are you doi ng?"

Tuck didn't answer. He bent over the guard until he was only inches from
his face and whi spered, "Fore, nother-fucker."

A second | ater Tuck heard a mechanical click and the guard who had been
tending the pin had an Uzi pressed to his ear

Sebastian Curtis was bent over Stripe, pulling his eyes open to see if
his pupils would contract. "Take M. Case to his bungal ow and stay with him
Send two nmen with a stretcher and find Beth. Tell her to--" Curtis suddenly
realized that the guard was only getting about a third of what he said. "Bring
my wife."

"I"1l get back to you on that faith thing, Doc," Tuck said.

The Sorcerer paced back and forth across the | anai

51
Where Losers Fl ourish

"I want to find another pilot, Beth. W can't let himact that way and
get away with it."

The Sky Priestess yawned. She was draped across the wi cker enperor's
chair, wearing a towel she'd w apped above her breasts at the Sorcerer's
request. He said he needed to think. "Did you ask himwhy he did it?"

"OfF course | asked him He said he was trying to liven up the gane."

"Worked, didn't it?"

"I't's not funny, Beth. W're going to have trouble with him"

The Sky Priestess stood up and put her arns around the Sorcerer. "You
have to have a little faith in me," she said. "I can handl e Tucker Case." She
didn't want to have this conversation. Not yet. She hadn't told the Sorcerer
about Tuck going off course. She had plans for the fair-haired pilot.

The Sorcerer pulled away from her and backed up to the rail. "What if |



don't like the way you handl e hi nP"

"And what's that supposed to nean?"

"You know what it neans."

She approached himagain, this time untucking the towel so it dropped as
she stepped into his arnms. Her nipples just brushed the front of his shirt. "
"Bastian, if what happened today proved anything, it proved that Tucker Case
is atroglodyte. He's no threat to you. |I'"mattracted to finesse, not force.
Case reacts to force with force. That's why he hit Yamata. You use a gentle
touch with a guy like that and he's hel pl ess.™

Sebastian Curtis turned away fromher. "I'mnot taking the guards off his
house, not for a while anyway."

"You do what you think is best, but it's not good policy to make an eneny
of someone whose services you require. So what if he hates the ninjas? | hate
the ninjas. You hate the ninjas. But we need them and we need a pilot. W're
not likely to be as lucky next tine."

"Lucky? The man's a reprobate.™

"Tucker Case is a loser. Losers flourish on islands, away from
conpetition. You taught me that." Flattery m ght work where seduction seened
to be failing.

"1 did?"

She unzi pped his pants. "Sure, that nonol ogue about ninety percent of the
endangered species living on islands. That's because they woul d have di ed out
years ago fromreal conpetition. Losers, |ike Tucker Case."

"I was tal king about uni que ecosystens, |ike the Gal apagos, where
evolution is speeded up. The way the religions take hold."

"Sanme difference.”

He yanked her hand out of his pants and pushed her away. "What's that
make us, Beth? What does that nake nme?"

The Sky Priestess was losing on all fronts. There was an el enent here
that she was not in control of, an unknown variable that was affecting the
Sorcerer's nood. When sex and flattery don't work, what next? Ah, teamspirit.
"It makes us the fittest, 'Bastian. It nakes us superior."

He | ooked at her quizzically.

Easy now, she thought. You're getting himback. She wal ked slowy back to
the enperor's chair and sat down daintily, then threw a | eg over either arm
and | eaned back spread-eagle. "A quiz, 'Bastian, a quiz on evolution: Wy,
after all these years, with all the fossil evidence, doesn't anyone know for
sure what happened to the dinosaurs? Don't answer right away. Think." She
fiddled with her left nipple while she waited, and finally a smle came over
his face. He really did have great teeth. She had to give himcredit for
keeping up his dental hygiene all these years on the island.

"No witnesses," he said finally.

"W have a winner. But nore precisely, no surviving wi tnesses. Losers can
only flourish until a dom nant species appears, even on an island."

A shade of concern crossed his face. "But dinosaurs ruled the Earth for
sixty mllion years. You can hardly call themlosers."

Could he be any nore difficult? "Look, Darwin, there are absolutely no
di nosaurs getting laid tonight. Pick your team"

52
Don't Know Mich About History

Tuck twi sted the guts out of the stick pen and pried off the end cap with
a kitchen knife, making, in effect, a perfect compact blowgun. He found a
pi ece of notebook paper in the nightstand and seated hinself on the w cker
couch so he had a good di agonal view of the guards posted outside his door. He
tore off a small piece of the paper with his teeth, worked it into a
sufficiently gooey ball, then fit it into the pen tube and blew The spit wad



sai |l ed through the wi ndow and curved harm essly away fromthe guards.

Too much noi sture. He squeezed the next one between his fingers before
| oading, then let fly to stake the nearest guard in the neck. He brushed at
his neck as if waving off en insect, but otherwi se didn't react.

More noi sture.

Tuck had taught hinmself deadly accuracy with the spitball blowgun at a
ti me when he was supposed to be learning algebra. In contradiction to what his
teacher had told him he had never needed to know algebra in later life, but
mastery of the spitball was going to cone in handy, although this skill had
not ended up on his permanent record, as had, presumably, his failure of
al gebr a.

The third wad struck the guard in the tenple and stuck. He turned and
cursed in Japanese. Tuck had prechewed a foll ow up shot that took the guard in
t he neck. The guard gestured with his Uzi.

"Go ahead, fuckstick. Shoot ne," Tuck said, a gleamin his eye. "Explain
to the doc how you shot his pilot over a spit wad." He tore off another piece
of paper with his teeth and chewed it while the guard gl ared.

The corrugated steel stormshutters above the wi ndows were held open with
a single wooden strut. The guard clipped the strut and the shutter fell with a
cl ang.

Tuck noved to the next wi ndow down. He | eaned out and fired. A splat in
t he forehead of guard nunmber two, another strut knocked out, another clanging
shutter.

One wi ndow to go, this one demandi ng a shot of al nost twenty-five feet.
Tuck popped his head out and blew. A spiderweb of spittle trailed behind the
projectile as it traveled down the lanai. It struck the first guard on the
front of his black shirt and he ran toward Tuck, |leading with his Uzi. Tuck
ducked back inside and the final shutter fell

Tuck heard the guard at each shutter, latching it down.

M ssi on acconpl i shed.

Wth the guards peeking in the wi ndow every two m nutes, he would have
never been able to pull off the coconut dummy switch. And even in the anbient
nmoonl i ght, he'd have never made it to the bathroom unnoticed. O course, he
couldn't have closed the wi ndows. That woul d have been suspi ci ous.

"Good night, guys. I'mturning in." He stood, blowgun waiting, but the
shutters remained | atched. He quickly turned off the Ilights and craw ed into
bed, where he constructed the coconut man and waited until he heard the guards
start to talk and snelled tobacco snoke fromtheir cigarettes. Then he tiptoed
to the bathroom and nmade his escape.

He hal f - expected the shower bottomto be nailed down. Beth Curtis had
used it to escape only this norning. Maybe she hadn't figured that he knew
about it. No, she was nuts, but she wasn't stupid. She knew he knew. She even
knew t hat he knew she knew. So why hadn't she told Sebastian? And she hadn't
said anything about their little detour to Guameither--or maybe she had.
Sebastian hadn't sent a big post-flight check like before. Tuck made a nental
note to ask the doc about the check the next time they were on the golf
cour se.

For now he snatched up his flippers and nask and headed for the beach
Before entering the water, he pulled a bottle of pills fromhis
pocket--antibiotics left over fromhis dickrot--and made sure that the cap was
on tight. This m ght be the only chance he'd have to get nmedicine to Kim.

He swam around the nminefield and went straight into the village and down
the path toward Sarapul's house. Wbrren and children were still sitting around
out side their houses, the wonen weaving on small |oonms by kerosene | antern
the children playing quietly or finishing up dinners off banana |eaf plates.
Only the smallest children | ooked at Tuck as he passed. The wonen turned away,
determ ned, it seenmed, not to make eye contact with the strange American. Yet
there was no alarmin their actions and no fear, just a concerted effort to
not notice him Tuck thought, This must be what New York was |ike before the



white man came. And with that in mnd, he stared at a spot in the path exactly
twelve feet in front of himand denied their existence right back. It was
better this way. He never knew when he might have to fly one of their body
parts to Japan

He made his way quickly up the path and soon he could see a gl ow near
Sarapul 's house. He broke into the clearing and saw the ol d canni bal and Kim
sitting around a fire, working on sonething. Sewing, it |ooked I|ike.

"Kim," Tuck said, "you shouldn't be up."

Kim | ooked up fromhis work. There was a huge piece of blue nylon draped
over his and Sarapul's laps. "I feel better. You fixed ne, boss."

Tuck handed himthe pills. "Take two of these now and two a day unti
they' re gone."

"Sarapul give nme kava. It nake the hurt stop.”

"These aren't for the hurt. These are for infection. Take them okay?"

"Ckay, boss. You want to hel p?"

"' What are you guys maki ng?"

"I"l1l show you." Kim started to rise and his face twi sted with pain.

Sar apul pushed hi mback down. "I will show " The old canni bal snatched up
t he kerosene lantern and gestured for Tuck to follow himinto the jungle.

Tuck | ooked back at Kim . "You take those pills. And don't nove around
much, 1'mnot sure how well those stitches will hold. You had a big hole in
you. "

"Ckay, boss."

Sar apul di sappeared into the jungle. Tuck ran after him and al nost ran
hi m over comi ng out of a patch of small banana trees into an area that cleared
into wal king trees, mangroves, and pal ms. About fifty yards ahead, Sarapul
st opped near the beach. He stood by what appeared to be a large fallen tree,
but when Tuck got closer he sawit was a long sailing canoe. Sarapul grinned
up at Tuck, the light fromthe | anp maki ng hi m appear |ike sone denon fromthe
dark island past. "The pal u--the navigator--he nake. | help." Sarapul ran the
[ight down the length of the canoe. Tuck could see that one of the tal
gunwal es was darkened and gl azed with age, while the other had been hewn
recently and was bright yellow He could snell the fresh wood sap

There was an outrigger the size of a normal canoe and a pl atform across
the struts. As canoes went, it was a huge structure, and hewi ng the hull from
a single piece of wood with hand tools had taken an incredible amunt of work,
not to mention skill.

"Kim did this? This is gorgeous."

Sarapul nodded, his eyes catching the fire of the lanp. "This boat broken
since before the time of Vincent. Kim is great navigator."

"He is?" Tuck had his doubts, given the storm but then again, as Kim
had sai d, they had survived a typhoon in a rowboat. And this craft was no
accident; this was a piece of art. "So you guys are sewing a sail for this?"

"We finish soon. Then palu will teach nme to sail. The Shark People w Il
go to sea again."

"Where' d you get the nylon for the sail? | can't see Dr. Curtis thinking
this is a good idea."

Sarapul clinbed into the canoe and dug under a stack of paddl es and
i nes, each hand-braided fromcoconut fiber, until he cane up with a tattered
mass of nylon straps, Velcro, and plastic buckles with a few shreds of bl ue
nyl on hangi ng here and there.

"My pack. You guys used ny pack?"

"And tent inside."

"Do you have the stuff that was inside? There were sone pills that can
help Kim."

Sarapul nodded. He |l ed Tuck back through the jungle to his house. Kim
had gone inside and was Lyi ng down.

"Boss, | don't feel so good."

"Hang on. | mght have some nore nmedicine." Actually Tuck had never been
sure of all the things that Jake Skye had | oaded into the pack



Sarapul retrieved a pal mfrond basket fromthe rafters and handed it to
Tucker. Tuck found the antibiotics he had been | ooking for, as well as
pai nkillers and aspirin. Even what was |left of his cash was in the basket. Al
the pills were still dry. Tuck dol ed out a dose and handed themto the
navi gator. "Take these when you have pain, and these take |like the other ones,
twi ce a day, okay?"

"You good doctor, boss."

"You did a hell of a job on that boat."

Kim seened distressed. "You not tell Sorcerer or Vincent's white bitch."

"No, I won't tell them"

Kim seened to breathe easier. "Roberto cone today. He say you nust see
t he canoe. But he say you should no tell the Sorcerer."

"Roberto told you that."

"He tal k funny now," Kim said. "Like you, kinda. In American. He tell ne
Sepie is okay. She cone honme soon."

"I couldn't get in to see her. There was a guard on the clinic."

"Dog fuckers," Kim said.

Then Tuck told the navigator about the golf gane and watched as the old
canni bal held himwhile he |aughed, then curled with pain. "I better sleep
now, boss. You come back. | take you sailing."

"You got it." Tuck backed out of the house and waited until Sarapul
joined himw th the lanmp. "You know which pills to give hinP"

Sar apul nodded. Tuck started down the path toward the village, but pulled
up a mnute |ater when he heard the cannibal running after him

"Hey, pilot. Vincent send you to us, huh?"

"l don't know. "

"You tell Vincent | wasn't going to eat you. Ckay?"

Tuck smled. "I'"Il try to smuggle you sonme Spam next time | cone.”

Sarapul smled back

As he cane up on the drinking circle, Tuck stopped and checked his watch.
He didn't want to be gone nore than a couple of hours. There was little danger
that he'd be called to fly, at |east not without the warning appearance of the
Sky Priestess, but Beth Curtis m ght show up at his bungal ow at any tine.
Funny, he didn't think of the Sky Priestess and Beth as the sane person

The Shark men were applying new coats of red paint to their banmboo rifles
by the light of a kerosene | anp. They noved around on the | ogs and Tuck took a
seat by Malink. Wthout a word, the young man who was pouring handed Tuck the
cup. He drained it and handed it back

"What's the deal with the rifles?" Tuck asked Malink

"Vincent's arny," Mlink said. "Vincent said we must always be ready to
fight the enenmies of the United States of America.”

"Ch," Tuck said. "Wy red?"

Mal i nk | ooked at Tuck as if he was sonething he had stepped in. "It is
the color of Vincent's brother."

"Yeah?" Tuck didn't get it.

"Vincent's brother, Santa Claus. Red is his color. You nust know that."

Tuck couldn't help it. He let his mouth fall open. "Santa Claus is
Vi ncent's brother?"

"Yes, Santa O aus brings excellent cargo for everyone, but only once a
year. He cones in a sleigh on the snow. You know, right?"

"Right. But | don't get the connection."

Malink | ooked as if it was all he could do not to tell Tuck how
incredibly dense he really was. "Well, we have no snow, so Vincent will cone
in a plane. Not once a year. \Wen Vincent conme, he will bring cargo every day.
More than he gives through the Sky Priestess. More than Santa C aus.™

"And Vincent told you this, that he was Santa's brother?"

Mal i nk nodded. "Hi s skinny brother, he say. So we make rifles red."
Mal i nk wat ched for signs that Tuck was getting it. Tuck wasn't giving them



"Even Father Rodriguez know about Santa C aus," Malink insisted.

"Ckay, " Tuck said, "how about noving that cup around the circle a little
faster, guys?"

"Vincent will bring us real rifles when he cone. W nust be al ways ready
to fight," Mlink said.

"Who?" Tuck asked. "Have you guys ever been attacked?"

"Once," Malink said. "When | was boy, some guys from New Gui nea cone in
canoe. W no |like those guys. W go in our canoes to kill them"

"And what happened?"

"It got dark."

" And?"

"W come honme. Those guys from New Gui nea pretty |ucky no one know how to
navigate in the dark."

"No pal u?" Tuck asked, using the native word for "navigator."

"Japanese kill them No palu left, except nmaybe one."

"That's why you didn't turn Kim over to the Sorcerer?"

Mal i nk nodded and trouble crossed his brow "I amthinking, if Vincent
send you, how conme the Sorcerer not know you here? And how you not know Sant a
G aus?"

Tuck noticed that the nen had stopped painting their rifles and talking
anong thenselves to listen to his answer. There was pressure here, beyond
whet her he'd be able to drink or not. He told them what they needed to hear
"Vincent called me fromthe | and of arnored possuns to cone to the island of
the Shark People. | ama flyer, as Vincent was a flyer. He does not tell ne
everything, and he does not tell the Sorcerer everything. Vincent is sonetines
nmysterious, but we nust trust his judgnent."

Malink snmiled. "Let us drink to this flyer. Then we go to sleep." To
Tuck, Malink said: "Tonorrow is the hunt."

53
How t he Shark People Got Their Nane

VWen the pounding came at his door just after dawn, Tuck prepared hinself
mentally to nmeet the smling face of Sebastian Curtis, who would be overly
cheerful at the prospect of trouncing the pilot at another round of gravel
gol f, but when he opened the door, there was Beth Curtis wearing a
| ong-sl eeved white cotton dress and a huge sun hat with a brimthat fell over
her face |like a | anpshade.

Tuck had on hand- ne-down boxer shorts that showed nore of his norning
bul ge than he was confortable with. Strange, a nmonth ago he was ready to sel
his soul for this physiological phenonenon, and today it was an enbarrassment.

"Good norning," he said. "I was expecting the doc."
"Ch, did you two have pl ans?"
"No, | just... never mnd. Wuld you like to cone in for some coffee?" He

gestured to the small kitchen nook

"Why don't you nake yourself a cup and bring it with you? |I have
somet hing to show you. "

"Sure. Just give me a second.”

She waited by the door while he threw a pot of water on the stove,
dressed quickly and conbed his hair, then poured the water over sone coffee
grounds and stirred in some powdered nmilk. "I'mready. Wiat's up?"

"I want to show you sonething on the other side of the island."

"Qutsi de of the conpound?”

"Near the village. | think you'll enjoy it."

Tuck wal ked with her out into the morning sun, nursing his coffee as they
went. There were no guards in sight anywhere. The wide gate to the runway was
open.

"Where's the ninjas?"



"You call themthat too? That's funny." She |aughed, but because he
couldn't see her face under the hat, he couldn't tell if there was any
sincerity init.

She put her hand on his armand let himlead her across the runway like a
Victorian | ady under escort.

"Do you ever niss your famly?" she asked as they wal ked.

Tuck was taken by surprise. "My famly? No. W parted on | ess than
favorable terns. |I fell out of contact with themlong before | cane out here."

"I"'msorry. Really. Is it difficult for you?"

Tuck thought she might be joking. "My nmother and ny uncle are ny only
real famly. They married after ny father was killed. | wasn't pleased."

"You're kidding. | thought they only did that in Wst Virginia. Aren't
you from Cal i f orni a?"

"She married nmy father's brother, not her brother. Still, I don't mss
them™

"What about your friends?"

Tuck thought for a second. Things had changed for himsince he'd | ast
seen Jake Skye. In a way he'd taken on sone responsibility. He was acting on
his own, without a net. He wished that he could tell Jake about it. "Yeah, |
mss ny friends sonetines."

"Me too, Tucker. I'd like to be your friend."

"You have Sebastian."

"Yes, | do, don't I."

They wal ked in silence until they entered the village, which was deserted
except for a few dogs and too many roosters. "Were is everybody?" Tuck
rem nded hinmself not to let it appear that any of this was famliar to him
"I's this where the natives |ive?"

"They're all at the beach. Today is the day of the hunt."

"The hunt?"

"You'll see. It's a surprise.”

As they passed the bachel ors' house, Tuck peeked through the door. He
coul d see soneone sleeping inside. Beth led the way to the beach and Tucker
| ooked back. Sepie stood in the doorway wearing only a bandage around her
ribs. She waved and Tuck risked a quick snmile and turned away. They were going
to give himaway. One hint of recognition and he was screwed.

The wonen, children, and old men were all lined up on the beach. Tuck had
never seen nost of the wonen and children. There nust have been three hundred
people there. The only familiar face was Favo, the old man fromthe drinking
circle, who showed no recognition when he | ooked at Tuck. The younger men were
out in the water, standing knee deep on the reef in the light lowtide surf.
Each of the men held a five-foot-long stick with a rope tied at one end. They
wore | ong knives tucked into cords tied around their waists.

"Fi shi ng?" Tuck asked.

"Just watch,"” Beth said. "This is how the Shark People got their nane."

Tuck spotted Malink comi ng out of the jungle with four other nmen. Each
carried a large plastic bucket.

"They make the buckets out of net floats fromthe huge factory ships,"
Beth Curtis said. "The plastic is tougher than anything they can nake."

"What's in then?" Tuck watched as each nan swamout to the reef holding a
bucket on his head.

"Pig and chi cken bl ood."

Two nen hel ped Malink onto the reef and took his bucket fromhim Malink
| ooked out to sea and said sonething in his native | anguage, then | ooked to
t he people on the beach as if to say, "Ready."

The chi ef shouted a conmand to the nmen in the water and they dunped the
buckets of blood. Soon they were all knee deep in crinson surf and the
bl oodstain swept out into the ocean in a great cloud.

"Isn't that dangerous?" Tuck asked.

"Of course. It's insane."

Interesting choice of words. Tuck was surprised that no one seened to



notice or nmake a big deal of Beth's presence. "Wy aren't they drunmm ng and
kowt owi ng to you?"

"They aren't allowed to when |I'mdressed like this. It's a rule. | need
nmy privacy at times."

"Of course," Tuck said.

A fin appeared in the water about twenty yards out fromthe reef. Someone
shout ed and Tuck recogni zed Abo fromhis warrior's topknot. Mlink nodded and
Abo dove into the water and swamtoward the shark. Before he was ten yards
out, the fin turned toward hi m

More fins appeared and as Malink nodded, nore young nmen dove into the
water with their sticks.

"Shit, this is suicide," Tuck said. He watched as the first shark nmade a
pass at Abo, who noved out of its way like a bullfighter

"You've got to stop this." Tuck couldn't remenber ever feeling such panic
for anot her human bei ng.

Beth Curtis squeezed his arm "They know what they're doing."

The shark circled and nade a second pass at Abo, but this tine the young
warrior didn't nove out of the way. He shoved his stick into the shark's jaws
as if it was a bit, then flipped hinself on the shark's back and w apped the
cord just behind the pectoral fins, then back to the other end of the stick so
it wouldn't come out. The water boiled around Abo as the shark thrashed, but
Abo stayed on and, holding the stick like handl ebars, he pulled back to keep
the shark fromdiving and steered himinto the shallow water of the reef,
where the other nmen waited with their knives drawn.

A roar went up fromthe crowd on the beach as Abo turned the shark over
to the slaughterers and held up his arns in triunmph. The nen on the reef slit
the shark's belly and cut off a huge hunk of the liver, which they handed to
Abo. He bit into it, tearing out a ragged chunk and swall owi ng as bl ood ran
down his chest.

Soon others were steering sharks onto the reef and the water beyond was
alive with fins. The red cloud expanded as the sharks died and bl ed and nore
cane to take their place. The gutted sharks were brought onto the beach, where
t he wonen continued t he butchering, handing pieces of the raw flesh to the
children as treats or prying out serrated teeth and giving themto little boys
as trophies.

One of the nmen actually stood up on the back of a huge hamerhead that he
was steering to the reef and nearly castrated hinself on the dorsal fin as he
fell. But the shark was held fast and died on the reef with the others.

In half an hour the shark hunt was over. The sea was red with blood for a
t housand yards in all directions and the beach was littered with the corpses
of a hundred sharks: black tips, white tips, hanmerheads, blue, and nmako. Sone
of the deadliest creatures had been taken like they were guppies in a net, and
not one of the Shark People was hurt, although Tuck noticed that many were
bl eedi ng from abrasi ons on the inside of their thighs where they had rubbed
agai nst the sharks' skin during their ride. The Shark People were ecstatic,
and every one of themwas drenched in bl ood.

Tuck was stunned. He'd never seen such courage or such slaughter before,
and he was getting the willies thinking about all the time he had spent
swiming in these waters at night.

Mal i nk wal ked up the beach dragging a | eopard shark by its gills. H's
Buddha belly was dripping in blood. He | ooked up at Tucker and risked a snile

"That's the chief," Beth Curtis said. "He's really too old for this, but
he won't stay on shore.™

"Do the sharks ever get any of thenP"

"Sometines. Usually just a bite. Alot of sutures, but no one's been
killed since |I've been on the island."

No one hunting sharks, anyway, Tuck thought. A little girl who had been
hel pi ng her nother shyly peeked over the carcass of a big hammerhead, then ran
up to Tucker and quickly touched himon the knee before retreating to the
saf ety of her nother.



"That's strange,"” Beth Curtis said. "The wonmen and girls won't have
anything to do with a white nan. Even when they cone to Sebastian, they talk
to himthrough a brother or husband--and he speaks their |anguage."

Tuck didn't answer. He was still looking at the little girl's back. She
had a massive pink scar that ran like a snmile fromher sternum under her arm
to her backbone at exactly the place where the kidney would be. Tuck felt sick
to his stomach.

"I think I've seen enough, Beth. Can we go?"

"Can't deal with the sight of blood?"

"Something like that."

As they wal ked back through the village, Tuck noticed a woman and a
little boy sitting outside of one of the cookhouses. The nother was hol ding
the boy and singing to himsoftly as she rocked him Both of his eyes were
bandaged with gauze pads. Tucker approached the wonman and she pulled the child
to her breast.

Beth Curtis caught Tuck's armand tried to pull himback. Tuck shook her
off end went to the woman.

"What's wrong with hin?" Tuck asked.

The woman slid across the gravel, away from him

"Tucker!" Beth Curtis said. "Leave her alone. You re scaring her."

"It's okay," Tuck whispered to the woman. "I'mthe pilot. Vincent sent
ne."

The wonman seened to cal m down, and although her eyes went wide with
wonder, she managed a small snile

Tuck reached out and touched the child' s head. "Wat's wong with hinP"

The woman held out the boy as if presenting himfor baptism "He is
chosen," she said. She | ooked at the Sky Priestess for approval.

Tuck stood and backed away fromher. He was afraid to | ook at Beth,
afraid that he might strangle her on the spot. Instead, calmy, deliberately,
although it took all his effort to keep from shaking, he said, "W'd better
get back." He led the way through the village and back to the conmpound.

54

Sel l'i ng Tucker

The Sky Priestess threw the straw hat across the room then tore at the
hi gh- buttoned collar of the white dress. She was | osing him She hated that

nore than anything: |osing control. She ripped the dress down the front and
westled out of it.

She stormed across the room the dress still trailing fromone foot, and
pull ed a bottle of vodka fromthe freezer. She poured herself a tunbler and
drank half of it off while still holding the bottle, then refilled the gl ass

whil e her tenples throbbed with the cold. She carried the bottle and glass to
a chair in front of the television, sat down, and turned it on. Nothing but
static and snow. Sebastian was using the satellite dish. She threw the vodka
bottle at the screen, but mssed and it bounced off the case, taking a snall
chip out of the plastic.
"Fuck!" She keyed the intercomnext to her chair
"Yes, ny sweet." His voice was calmand oily.
"What the fuck are you doing? | want to watch TV."
“I'"'mjust finishing up, sweetheart."
"W need to talk." She tossed back another slug of vodka.

'Bastian! Dammt!"

"Yes, we do. I'll be up in a nonment."
"Bring some vodka from your house."
"As you wi sh."

Ten minutes later the Sorcerer wal ked into her bungal ow, the picture of
the patrician physician. He handed her the vodka and sat down across from her
"Pour me one, would you, darling?"



Bef ore she could catch herself, she'd gotten up and fetched hima gl ass
fromthe kitchen. She handed it to himalong with the bottle.

"Your dress is torn, dear."

"No shit."

"I like the look," the Sorcerer said, "although I'd have preferred to
tear it off you nyself."

"Not now. | think we have trouble."

The Sorcerer smiled. "W did, but as of tonight at m dnight, our troubles
are over. How was your wal k this norning, by the way?"

"I took Case to see the shark hunt. | thought it would keep him from
getting island fever, something different to break the boredom"”

"As opposed to fucking him™"

She wasn't going to show any surprise, not after he'd laid a trap |ike
that. "No, in addition to fucking him It was a m stake."

"The shark hunt or the fucking?"

She bristled. "The shark hunt. The fucking was fine. He saw t he boy whose
corneas we harvested."

"So."

"He freaked. | shouldn't have let himconnect the people with the
procedure. "

"But | thought you could handle him"

He was enjoying this entirely too nuch for her taste. "Don't be smnug
"Bastian. Wat are you going to do, lock himin the back roomof the clinic?
W need him"

"No, we don't. I've hired a new pilot. A Japanese."

"l thought we'd agreed that..."

"I't hasn't worked using Amrericans, has it? He starts tonight."

" How?"

"You're going to go pick himup. The corporation assures nme that he's the
best, and he won't ask questions.”

"I'"'mgoing to pick himup?"

"W have a heart-lung order. You and M. Case need to deliver it."

"I can't do it, 'Bastian. | can't do a performance and a heart-|ung
tonight. I"'mtoo jangled."

"You don't have to do either, dear. W don't have to do the surgery.
W'l | nake | ess noney on it, but we only have to deliver the donor."

"But what about doing the choosi ng?"
"You' ve done that already. You chose when you went to bed with our
intrepid M. Case. The heart-lung donor is Tucker Case."

Tuck needed a drink. He | ooked around the bungal ow, hopi ng that someone
had left a stray bottle of vanilla extract or aftershave that m ght go well
with a slice of mango. Mangoes he had, but anythi ng containing ethyl al cohol
was not to be found. It would be hours before darkness could cover his escape
to the drinking circle, where he intended to get gloriously hamered if he
could I ook any of the Shark People in the eye and keep his stomach. Sorry, you
guys. Just had to take the edge off of the guilt of blinding a child to get ny
own airpl ane.

He tried to distract hinmself by reading, but the nmoral certainties of the
literary spy guys only served to make himfeel worse. Tel evision was no help
either. Sonme sort of Balinese shadow puppet show and Filipi no news special on
how swell it was to make Anerican sem conductors for three bucks a day. He
punched the renote to off and tossed it across the room

Frustration | eaped out in a string of curses, followed by "All right, M.
CGhost Pilot, where in the hell are you now?"

And there was a knock on the door

"Ki ddi ng," Tuck said. "I was kidding."

"Tucker, can | come in?" Beth Curtis said.

"It's open." It was always open. There was no lock on it.



He | ooked away as she entered, afraid that, |like the face of the Medusa,
she mght turn himto stone--or at |least that part of himunaffected by
consci ence. She cane up behind hi mand began kneading the nuscles in his

shoul ders. He did not | ook back at her and still had no idea if she m ght be
naked or wearing a clown suit.
"You're upset. | understand. But it's not what you think."

"There's not a lot of roomfor msinterpretation.”

"Isn't there? What if | told you that that boy was blind frombirth? H's
corneas were healthy, but he was born with atrophied optic nerves."

"I feel much better, thanks. Kid wasn't using his eyes, so we ripped them
out."

He felt her nails dig into his trapezius nmuscles. "Ripped out is hardly
appropriate. It's a very delicate operation. And because we did it, another
child is able to see. You seemto be mssing that aspect of what we're doing
here. Every time we deliver a kidney, we're saving a life."

She was right. He hadn't thought about that. "I just fly the plane," he
sai d.

"And take the noney. You could have this same job back in the States. You
could be flying the organs of accident victins on Life Flight jets and
acconpl i shing the sane thing, except you wouldn't be maki ng enough to pay the
taxes on what you make here, right?"

No, not exactly, he thought. Back in the States, he couldn't fly anything
but a hang glider without his license. "I guess so," he said. "But you could
have told me what you were doing."

"And have you thinking about the little blind kid at five hundred mles
per hour. | don't think so." She bent over and kissed his earlobe lightly.
"I"'mnot a nonster, Tuck. | was a little girl once, with a nother and a father
and a cat naned Cupcake. | don't blind little kids."

Finally he turned in the chair to face her and was grateful to see that
she was wearing one of her conservative Donna Reed dresses. "Wat happened to
you, Beth? How in the hell do you get from'Here, Cupcake' to the Mirdering
Bi tch Goddess of the Shark People?" He immediately regretted saying it. Not
because it wasn't true, but because he'd given away the fact that he knew it
was. He braced hinself for the rage.

She nmoved to the couch and sat down across fromhim Then she curled into
a ball, her face against the cushions, and covered her eyes. He said nothing.
He just watched as her body quaked with silent sobs. He hoped this wasn't an
act. He hoped that she was so of fended that she woul d take his nurder
accusation for hyperbole.

Five full mnutes passed before she | ooked up. Her eyes were red and
she'd nanaged to snmear mmscara across one cheek. "It's your fault," she said.

Tuck nodded and tried not to let a snile cross his lips. She was playing
anot her part, and she didn't do the victimnearly as well as she did the
seduction queen. He said, "I'msorry, Beth. |I was out of line."

She seened surprised and broke character. Evidently, he'd stepped on her
line, the one she'd been thinking of while pretending to cry. A second for
conposure and she was back at it. "It's your fault. I only wanted to have a
friend, not a lover. Al nen are that way."

"Then you nust not have gotten the newsletter: 'Men Are Pigs.' Next issue
is 'Water Is Wet.' Don't miss it."

She fell out of character again. "Wat are you sayi ng?"

"You m ght have been a victimonce, but nowthat's just a distant nenory
you use to rationalize what you do now. You use nmen because you can. | can't
figure out what happened in San Franci sco, though. A woman who | ooks |ike you
shoul d have been able to find an easier way to fuck her way to a fortune. The
doc nust have been a cakewal k for you."

"And you weren't?"

Tuck felt as if someone had injected himwith a truth serumthat was
l[ighting up his nmind, and not with revel ati ons about Beth Curtis. The Iight
was shining on him



"Yeah, | guess | was a cakewal k. So what? Did you think for a mnute that
you might try not to go to bed with nme?"

"Qt her than when | found out that you'd alnbst torn your balls off, not
for a mnute." She was gritting her teeth.

"And how big a task do you think you took on? It's not like you were
corrupting me or anything. |'ve been on the other end of the gane for years. |
know you, Beth. | amyou

"You don't know anything." She was visibly trying not to scream but Tuck
could see the blood rising in her face.

He pushed on. "Freud says |I'mthis way because | was never hugged as a
child. What's your excuse?"

"Don't be smug. | could have you right nowif | wanted." As if to prove
her point, she placed her feet at either end of the coffee table and began to
pul | up her dress. She wore white stockings and not hi ng el se underneat h.

"Not interested,"” Tuck said. "Been there, done that."

"You're so transparent,"” she said. She crawl ed over the table and did a
| angui d cat stretch as she ran her hands up the inside of his thighs. By the
time her hands got to his belt buckle, she was face-to-face with him al nost
touchi ng noses. Tuck could snell the al cohol on her breath. She flicked her
tongue on his lips. He just | ooked in her eyes, as cold and blue as crystal
like his own. She wasn't fooling anyone, and in realizing that, Tuck realized
that he al so had never fool ed anybody. Every Mary Jean | ady, every bar binbo,
every secretary, flight attendant, or girl at the grocery store had seen him
conm ng and | et him cone.

Bet h unzi pped his pants and took himin her hand, her face still only a
mllineter fromhis, their eyes |ocked. "Your arnor seems to have a weak spot,
tough guy."

"Nope, " Tuck said.

She slid down to the floor and took himinto her mouth. Tuck suppressed a
gasp. He watched her head noving on him To keep hinself fromtouching her he
grabbed the arms of the chair and the w cker creaked as if it was being
puni shed.

"That's a pretty convincing argunment," said the male voice. Tuck | ooked
up to see Vincent sitting on the couch where Beth had been a m nute ago.

"Jesus!" Tuck said. Beth let out a nuffled nmoan and dug her nails into
hi s ass.

"Wong!" Vincent said. "But never play cards with that guy." The flyer
was snoking a cigarette, but Tuck couldn't smell it. "Ch, don't worry. She
can't hear me. Can't see ne either, not that she's |ooking or anything."

Tuck just shook his head and pushed up on the arnms of the chair. Beth
took his novenent for enthusiasm and paused to | ook up at him Tuck net her
gaze with eyes the size of golf balls. She smiled, her lipstick a bit worse
for the wear, a string of saliva trailed fromher lips. "Just enjoy. You |ost.
Losers flourish here." She licked her lips and returned to her task.

"Dame makes a point," Vincent said. "l give you three to one she brings
you around to her way of thinking. Whatta ya say?"

"No." Tuck waved the flyer off end shut his eyes.

"Ch, yes," Beth said, as if speaking into the microphone.

Vincent flicked his cigarette butt out the window. "I'mnot distracting
you, amI|? | just dropped in to take up on the dane's side, as she is unable
to speak for herself at present.”

Tuck was experiencing the worst case of bed spins he'd ever had--in a
chair. Sexual vertigo

"OfF course," Vincent continued, "this is kinda turning into a religious
experience for you, ain't it? Go with what you know, right? You let her run
t he show, you got no decisions to make and no worries ever after. Not a worry
in the world. You got my word on that. Although, if it was ne, |I'd check out
her story just to be safe. Look in the doc's conputer naybe."

Bet h was wor ki ng her nouth and hands |ike she was punpi ng water on an
inner fire that was consuming her with each second that passed. Tuck heard his



own breath rise to a pant and the w cker chair crackle and creak and skid on
t he wooden floor. He was hel ping her now, wanting her to quench that flame and
that was all there was.

"You think about it," Vincent said. "You'll do the right thing. You owe
me, remenber." He faded and di sappear ed.

"What does that nean?" Tuck said, then he npaned, arched his back, and
cane so hard he thought he would pass out, but she kept on and on until he
couldn't stand the intensity and had to push her away. She |anded on the floor
at his feet and | ooked up like an angry she-cat.

"You're mne," she said. She was still breathing hard and her dress was
still up around her waist. "We're friends."

It came out like a command, but Tuck heard a note of desperation bel ow
the panting and the ire, and he felt a wenching pain in his chest |ike
nothing he'd ever felt before. "I know you, Beth. | amyou," he said. But not
anynore, he thought. He said, "Yes, we're friends."

She smled like a little girl who' d been given a pony for her birthday.
"I knewit," she said. She clinbed to her feet and snoot hed down her skirt,
then bent and ki ssed himon the eyebrow. He tried to smle

She said, "I'Il see you in a few hours. We're flying out at nine. | have
to go see to Sebastian."

Tuck zipped up his pants. "And get ready for your performance?" he said.

"No, this isn't a nedical flight. Just supplies.”

Tuck nodded. "Beth, was that little boy blind frombirth?"

"OfF course," she said, |ooking offended. She was nore convincing as the
Sky Pri estess.

"You go see to Sebastian," Tuck said.

After she had left, Tuck | ooked at the ceiling and said, "Vincent, just
in case you're listening, |I'mnot buying your bullshit. If you want to help
me, fine. But if not, stay out of nmy way."

55
Pay No Attention to That Man Behind the Conputer

Tuck went into the bathroom and washed his face, then conbed his hair. He
studied his face in the mrror, looking for that scary glint that he'd seen in
Beth Curtis's eyes. He wasn't her. He wasn't as smart as she was, but he
wasn't as crazy either. He cringed with the realization that he had spent nost
of his adult life being a jerk or a patsy and sonetines both sinultaneously.
And it was no small irony to have had an epi phany during a bl ow job. Vincent,
what ever he was, had been pl aying some kind of gane fromthe begi nning, mxing
lies and truth, helping himonly to get himinto trouble. There was no grand
bail out com ng, and if he was going to find out what was really being pl anned
for him he had to get into the conputer

The best time to sneak into the clinic was right now, in broad daylight.
He hadn't seen any of the guards all day and Beth was "seeing to Sebastian."
If he got caught, he'd sinply say he was trying to get the weather for
tonight's flight. If the doc could e-mail and fax all over the world, then
surely he woul d have access to weather services. It didn't matter; he didn't
think he'd have a hard tine convincing the doc that he was just being stupid.
Hs entire life had set up the cover

He grabbed sone paper and a pencil fromthe nightstand and stuffed t hem
into his back pocket. Wiile he was in there, he nmight as well see if he could
pi ck up the coordinates for Okinawa. If he could sneak theminto the nav
conputer on the Lear, he might just be able to get the nilitary to force the
jet down there. He didn't have a chance in hell of getting there on his own
navi gati onal skills.

He stepped out on the lanai and gave a sidelong glance to the guards
quarters to nmake sure no one was just inside the door watching his bungal ow



Satisfied, he walked to the clinic and tried the door. It was unl ocked.

He checked t he conmpound agai n, saw nothing, and slipped into the clinic.
He was inmmedi ately net by the sound of voices comng fromthe back room Male
voi ces, speaki ng Japanese. He tiptoed through the door that led into the
operating roomand opened it a crack. The door to the far side was open. He
could see all the ninjas gathered around one of the hospital beds playing
cards. It was visiting day for Stripe. He pal med the door shut and went to the
comput er.

There had been a time when Tuck was so ignorant of computers that he
t hought a nouse pad was Disney's brand of sanitary napkin, but that was before
he met Jake Skye. Jake had taught himhow to access the weat her maps, charts,
and howto file his flight plans through the conputer. In the process Tuck had
al so | earned what Jake considered the nost inportant conputer skill, howto
hack into soneone else's stuff.

The three CRTs were all on, two green over black and one color. Tuck
focused on the color screen. It was friendlier and it was di splaying a screen
saver he recogni zed, a slide show of dol phins. He noved the nouse and the
fam | iar Wndows screen appeared. There was a cheer fromthe back room and
Tuck nearly drove the nouse off the top of the desk. Must have been a good
hand.

He expected to see obscure nedical programs, something he'd never figure
out, but it |looked like the doc used the sane stuff everyone in the States
did. Tuck clicked on the database icon and the programjunped to fill the
screen. He opened a file nenu; there were only two. One was named SUPPLI ES,
the other TT. Tissue types? He clicked it. The ENTER PASSWORD fi el d opened.
"Shit."

Jake had always told himthat people used obvi ous passwords if you knew
t he people. Sonething they wouldn't forget. Put yourself in their place,
you'll figure out their passwords, and don't elimnate the possibility that it
may be witten on a Post-it note stuck to the conputer. Tuck | ooked for
Post-it notes, then opened the desk drawers and riffled through the papers for
anything that |ooked |ike a password. He pushed out the chair and | ooked under
t he desk. Bingo! There were two |long nunbers witten on tape on the bottom of
t he desk drawer. He pulled the paper and pencil from his pocket and copied
t hem down, then entered the first one in the password field.

<I NVALI D PASSWORD> was t he response.

Tuck typed in the second number.

<I NVALI D PASSWORD>

Look for the obvious. Tuck typed SKY PRI ESTESS.

<I NVALI D PASSWORD>

The guards were laughing in the other room Tuck typed in VI NCENT.

< | NVALI D PASSWORD >

DOCTCOR

<I NVALI D PASSWORD>

It would be sonething that the doc would be sitting here thinking about.
It would be on his mnd.

Tuck typed BETH.

<I NVALI D PASSWORD>

BETHS TI TS.
Wait a minute. This was the doc thinking. He typed BETHS BREASTS.
The file scrolled open, filling the screen with a Iist of nanes down the

left side followed by rows and columms of letters and nunbers. Al of the
nanes Tuck coul d see were native. Across the top were five colums that nust

be the tissue types and bl ood types, next to those, kidney, liver, heart,
| ung, cornea, and pancreas. Christ, it was an inventory sheet. And the heart,
lung, liver, and pancreas categories convinced himonce and for all that there

was no benevol ent intention behind the Curtises' plan. They were going to the
meat market with the Shark People until the village was enpty.

Tuck typed in SEPIE in the FIND field. An x had been placed in all the
organ categories except kidney. There he found an H and a date. H? Harvested.



The date was the day they harvested it.

He typed in PARDEE, JEFFERSON. No x's in any of the columms, but two H s
under heart and lungs. O course the other organs weren't marked. They'd been
donated to the sharks and were no | onger avail able. There was not hi ng under
SOWMERS, JAMES. That too made sense. How woul d they get the organs to Japan
wi thout a pilot. Tuck wi shed he'd gotten the little blind boy's name. He
couldn't take the tine to scroll though all three hundred or so nanes | ooking
for m ssing corneas. He typed in CASE, TUCKER There were H s nmarked under the
heart and |lung category. The harvest date was today.

"You fuckers," he said. There was a shuffling in the back room and he
stood so quickly the chair rolled back and banged into a cabinet on the other
side of the office. The database was still up on the screen. Tuck reached out
and punched the button on the nmonitor. It clicked off as Mato came through the
door.

"What are you guys doi ng here?" Tuck said.

Mato pul l ed up. He seemed confused. He was supposed to be doing the
yel l'i ng.

"We're flying tonight," Tuck said. "Do you guys have the plane fuel ed
up?"

Mat o shook his head. "Then get on it. | wondered where you were."

Mato just |ooked at him

"Co!" Tuck said. "Now "

Mato started to slink toward the door, obviously not confortable wth
| eaving Tuck in the clinic. Another guard canme into the office and when Mato
| ooked up, Tuck snatched his paper and pencil fromthe desk. He dropped the
penci| and when he bent to pick it up, he hit the main power switch on the
conputer. The conputer woul d reboot when turned on and the doctor would only
know that it had been turned off. He'd never suspect that someone had been
into the donor files.

"Let's go, you guys."

Tuck pushed past Mato out the office door, shoving the paper in his
pocket as he went.

Tuck made quite a show of the preflight on the Lear, demanding three
times that the guard with access to the key to the main power cutoff turn it
on so he could check out the plane. The guard wasn't buying it. He wal ked away
from Tuck snickering. Tuck checked under the instrument panel. Maybe there
woul d be sone obvious way to hot-wire the switch. He'd been lucky with the
conputer. The switch and all the wires leading into it were covered by a stee
case. He couldn't get into it with a bloworch, and frankly, he had no idea
which wires did what. It probably wasn't even a sinple switch, but a relay
that led to another switch. There'd be no way to wire around it.

He left the hangar and went back to his bungal ow. Unless he found sone
way to get off the island, he was going to be short a couple of lungs and a
heart conme m dnight. Beth would have at |east one guard on the plane with her
probably two, given the circunstances. And he had no doubt that she'd shoot
himin the crotch and make himfly to Japan anyway. There had to be anot her
way. Like a boat. Kim's boat. Didn't these guys travel thousands of miles
over the Pacific in canoes |ike that? What could the doc do? He'd been so
careful about safeguarding the island that the guards didn't even have a boat
to chase himw th.

Tuck put on his shorts and took his fins and mask to the bathroom He

knotted the ends of his trouser legs and started filling themw th supplies. A
shirt, a light jacket, sone disinfectant, sunscreen, a short kitchen knife. He
found a small jar of sugar in the kitchen, dunped the sugar into the sink, and

filled the jar with matches and Band- Ai ds. When he was ready to seal it, he
saw the slip of paper he'd witten on in the office sticking fromthe pocket
of the trousers and shoved it into the jar as an afterthought. He topped off
the pants bag with a pair of sneakers, then pulled the webbed belt tight to



cinch it all up. He could swmw th the pants legs |ike water w ngs. The wet
cl ot hi ng woul d get heavy, but not until he hit the beach on the far side of
the mnefield. To Tuck's way of thinking, once he was past the ninefield he
was hal fway there. Then all he had to do was convince the old cannibal to give
hi m t he canoe, enough food and water to get somewhere, and Kim to navigate.
Where in the hell would they go? Yap? Guan?

One step at a time. First he had to get out of the conmpound. He checked
t he guards' positions. Leaning out the wi ndow, he could see three--no,
four--at the hangar. He waited. He'd never tried to nake the swmwhile it was
still light. They'd be able to see himin the water fromas far away as the
runway. He just had to hope that they didn't look in that direction

The guards were rolling barrels into the hangar to hand-punp the jet fue
into the Lear. Two on each barrel, four out in the conpound, bingo. One guy
had to be in the hangar cranking the punp. And Stripe was in the clinic.
Showt i ne!

Tuck went into the bathroom lifted the hatch, threw down the pants bag
and his swimmng stuff, and followed it through

He wei ghed sneaki ng agai nst running, stealth against speed, and deci ded
to go like a newborn turtle for the water. The only people who nmi ght see him
were the Doc and Beth, and they were probably in the process of pushing the
twin beds together and doing the Ozzie and Harriet doubl e-skin sweat slap--or
what ever sort of weird shit they did. He hoped it was pai nful

He broke into a dead run across the gravel, feeling the coral dig at his
feet and the ferns whip at his ankles but keeping his focus on the beach. As
he passed the clinic, he thought he saw sone novenent out of the corner of his
eye, but he didn't turn. He was Carl Lewis, M chael Johnson, and Edwi n Mses
(except he was white and slow), a single head turn could cause himto |ose his
stride and the race--and boy, does that beach seem farther when you' re runni ng
t han when you' re sneaking. He al nost tumbl ed when he hit the sand, but managed
a controlled forward stunble that put himface-first in four inches of water.
The baby turtle had made it to the water, but now he faced a whol e new set of
dangers at sea, not the |least of which was trying to swmwth a pair of
stuffed khaki s around his neck

He kicked a few feet out into the water, put on his fins and nmask, and
began the swim

He'd been furious fromthe nonent he heard the pilot's voice in the
clinic and he had fought the cloud of painkillers and the pressure in his head
to get to him Yamata watched the pilot stunble into the water before he tried
shouting for the others. The shout came out little nmore than a grunt through
his wired jaw, and his crushed sinuses allowed little sound to pass through
his nose. H's gun was in the guards' quarters, the others were at the hangar
and his hated eneny was escaping. He decided to go for his gun. The others
m ght want to take the pilot alive.

56

Escape

Kim was trying to call up thunder and was having no luck at all. He'd
been chanting and waving his arms for half an hour and there still wasn't a

cloud in the sky.

"You're not holding your arms right," Sarapul said. He was Lying under a
pal mtree, chewing a betel nut and offering constructive criticismto the
navi gator. Sepi e |ay nearby wat ching.

"I amtoo," Kim said. "I'mholding themthe same way you do."

"Maybe it doesn't work for Filipinos."

"It's because |'mshot,” Kim said. " If | wasn't shot, | could do this."



Sarapul scanned the horizon. Not even a bird. "That's it. It's because
you're shot." He spit out a red streamof betel nut juice. "And you' re not
hol di ng your armns right."

Kim resumed chanting and waving his arnmns.

"Hey!" Sarapul said.

"What? Did you hear thunder? | knew | could do it."

"No. Be quiet. Someone is calling you."

Kim |istened. Sonmeone was calling him and they were getting closer. He
i nped down the beach toward the voice and saw Tucker Case com ng around the
i sl and.

"Hey, boss, what you coin' out here during the day? The Sorcerer gonna be
plenty mad at you."

Tuck was out of breath. "He is mad. | need your boat, Kim. And | need
you to navigate for ne."

"Not his ship," Sarapul said. "My ship."

"The doc is going to kill nme if | don't get off the island. Can | use
your boat ?"

The ol d canni bal was silent for a monent, thinking. "Were you go?"

"I don't know. Guam Yap, anywhere."

"Can | come?"

"Yes, yes, if | can use your boat."

"Ckay, we |leave five days. Right, Kim?"

Kim | ooked at Tuck. "It not be good sailing for five days."

"I have to go now, Kim."

"Can Sepi e cone?"

Sepi e stepped back, surprised. "You want to take me? Wonen don't sail."

"You cone," Kim said. "OCkay, boss?" he said to Tuck

Tuck nodded. "Whatever. Sepie, go tell Mlink that | need everyone to
bring drinking coconuts. Many drinking coconuts with the husks taken off.
Bananas, mangoes, papaya, and dried fish if he has any."

"There is plenty shark nmeat," Sepie said.

"I need it now, Sepie. Go. Tell Malink that Vincent demands it."

Sarapul began to chop at the underbrush in front of the sailing canoe to
clear a path to the water. "Put down palmleaf to slide ship on," he told
Tuck. Tuck began to gather |long pal mfronds and lay themdown in a path to the
wat er .

"Kim, can you go get the things fromny pack? There's things we can
use. "

"What about Roberto?"

"Call for him but go get the stuff. The noney too."

"Ckay, boss."

Ten minutes later Tuck | ooked up to see Malink |eading a line of Shark
Peopl e through the jungle. Al were carrying baskets of food and husked green
coconut s.

"You are | eaving?"

"Yes, | have to go, Chief."

"You are taking our ship and our navigator."

"And our mspel," Abo added from behind Malink

"I have to go, Malink. The Sorcerer and the Sky Priestess are going to
kill ne."

"But Vincent send you. How they hurt you?"

"They don't really believe in Vincent. They use himto get you to give up
t he chosen, Malink. They're going to start killing off your people too."

"They no kill the chosen. Chosen are for Vincent."

"No. | told you before. They take out your organs and sell themto be put
i nsi de of other people.™

Mal i nk scoffed. "You can no put one man ki dney in other man."

"It was in People nagazine. Didn't you see it? Dem MNbore, Melanie
Giffith, Mariel Hem ngway, all of thenf? You didn't read about it?"

Recognition lit up Malink's face. "Boob job!"



"Yes," Tuck said. "Were do you think they get those boobs?"

"Ch, no."

"Yes."

"He speaks the truth,"” Malink said to the islanders. "It was in People.
Put the food in the boat."

He t ook Tuck aside. "You will cone back?"

"I try."

"And bang our navigator."

“I'11 try, Malink. | really will."

"You try."

"Tide," Kim called. "W go now "

The center of the canoe was filled with coconuts, fruit, and bundl es of
dried shark neat wapped in banana | eaves. Kin directed the nen to get on
either side of the canoe and push it over the mat of palmfronds to the water.
When it was afloat, Tuck lifted Sepie in, then clinbed in hinself. Kim,
standing on the outrigger platform started to hoist the sail. It was the
shape of a tortilla chip stood on end with a bite taken out at the top. Tuck
recogni zed the pieces of his pack sewn into the nylon patchwork.

"VWhere is Sarapul ?" Kim said.

"Here!" The ol d canni bal was running out of the jungle, seemi ng stronger
now t han Tuck had ever seen him He had gone back for his spear, a long shaft
of mahogany with a w ckedly barbed nmetal tip. Tuck caught the old man by the
forearm and pulled himout of the surf and into the canoe.

The canoe was already fifty yards fromthe shore. Sarapul took the |ong
oar at the rear and steered it toward the channel as Kini stood on the
outrigger platformand manipul ated the sail.

The Shark Peopl e stood on the beach | ooking stunned. A few waved. Malink
| ooked forlorn, Abo heartbroken

"Thanks, " Tuck shouted over the wave. "Thank you, Malink."

"You will cone back," Malink said. It was not a question

Tuck turned to | ook out to sea, then | ooked back to see the Shark People
wadi ng into the water after them Behind them he saw a dark figure conme out of
the jungle.

There was no warning shot or demand to halt. Stripe came out onto the
beach and opened up with the Uzi. Tuck pushed Sepie's head down under the edge
of the gunwale just as a line of bullets stitched and splintered the wood.

Kim screamed and Tuck | ooked up to see a row of red geysers open in his back
He clung to one of the lines for a second, then fell into the sea.

Anot her scream this one from Sarapul, the hideous screech of a ragi ng
lynx, and the old nman went over the side. The gunfire stopped and Tuck risked
poppi ng his head up to | ook back to the beach. Stripe was slanmng a new clip
into the Uzi as he waded after the canoe. The Shark People had fled fromthe
wat er and di sappeared into the jungle or were cowering on the beach, unable to
nove.

Wth the sail |oose, the canoe had swung around and was being carried by
the tide toward the reef. They would miss the channel by only a few feet, but
they would miss it and run aground on the reef. Tuck reached up to grab the
steering oar just as Stripe let off another burst fromthe Uzi. At a hundred
yards he was spraying a wi de pattern, but Tuck heard a couple of bullets thunk
into the side of the canoe.

The normally crystal water near the shore was clouded with the sand and
silt thrown up by the Shark People's retreat, so Stripe did not see the dark
shape noving through the water toward him He wanted a shot. He set the Uzi to
sem automati ¢ and unfol ded the stock to take careful aim

Tuck was standing now, |eaning hard on the steering oar to bang the canoe
around and through the channel. The outrigger scraped over the reef as the
canoe approached broadsi de.

Stripe lined up the sights between Tuck's shoul der bl ades, held his
breath, let it out, then squeezed the trigger

Sarapul cane out of the water like an angry marlin, spear-first. The



nmetal point entered just under Stripe's chin and exited his skull at the
crown, dragging brain and bone on its evil barb. As Stripe fell back, he
enptied the clip into the sky.

The canoe slipped through the channel into the open ocean. Qut on the
hori zon, a small cloud appeared and dropped a nmercurial lightning bolt into
the sea, followed a few seconds later by Kim's thunder

57

West with the Bat

The Sorcerer stood on the beach over the supine body of Yamata. The spear
was still sticking out of the guard's skull like a gruesone note spindle
waiting for a cancel ed recei pt fromthe Reaper

"How did this happen?" the Sorcerer asked.

Mal i nk |1 ooked at his feet. The Sorcerer seened nore surprised than angry.
A day had passed since Sarapul had killed Stripe, and Malink had waited in
fear for the time when the Sorcerer would cone | ooking for him The other
guards had torn the village apart |ooking for Tuck, and Malink had confessed
that the pilot had left the island in an old canoe, but he had cl ai ned
i gnorance of the whereabouts of the guard. Sarapul had been right. They shoul d
have pushed the body out to the edge of the reef for the sharks to eat.
Actual ly, that had been Sarapul's second suggestion for the disposal of the
body.

"I't look like accident,"” Mlink said. "Maybe he running and fall on his
Spear. "

"l want the man who did this, Malink," the Sorcerer said.

"He is dead."

"The Filipino did this?"

Mal i nk nodded. The ot her guards had found Kim's body in the vill age,
where the Shark Peopl e had been preparing it for burial

"I don't think so. The Filipino took four bullets in the back. \Woever
did this was very strong. Now you nust tell me the truth or Vincent will be
angry."

Mal i nk was not afraid of Vincent's wath. He only now realized that al
the wath his people had ever felt from Vincent had come by way of the
Sorcerer and the Sky Priestess. He was afraid of the Sky Priestess.

"The American do this before he |l eave in the canoe. The guard shoot the
girl-man and the Anerican kill the guard.™

"Why didn't you tell me about this before?”

"I amafraid Vincent will be angry."

"Where did they get a canoe? None of the Shark People know how to build a
canoe. "

"It was the girl-man. He know how. He build with Sarapul ."

The Sorcerer balled his fists. "And Sarapul is gone too."

Mal i nk nodded. "He sail away."

"Do you know where they were goi ng?"

Mal i nk shook his head. "No. Sarapul is banished. W no talk with him"

"Were's the guard' s weapon?"

Mal i nk shrugged.

The Sorcerer turned his back and began wal ki ng up the beach. "Have your
peopl e bury this man, Malink. Don't let the other guards see him And be
ready. The Sky Priestess will visit you soon."

Sarapul craw ed out from some nearby ferns and stood at Malink's side,
wat chi ng the Sorcerer wal k away. "W shoul d have eaten this guy," he said,
ki cki ng Yamata's body.

"This is very bad," Mlink said.

"He killed my friend." Sarapul kicked the body again.



"The Sky Priestess will be very angry.'
t he wei ght of his position.
The ol d canni bal shrugged. "Can | have ny spear back?"

Mal i nk was, once again, feeling

Tuck knew that there was a way to use the hands of a watch in conjunction
with the novenent of the sun to determine direction, but since he wore a
digital watch, it wouldn't have done himany good even if he knew t he nethod,
which he didn't. He guessed that Guamlay to the west, so he steered for the
setting sun, spent the night guessing, and corrected his course to put the sun
behi nd them at sunri se.

He did know how to sail. It was required know edge for a kid grow ng up
in a walthy famly near San Diego, but celestial navigation was a conplete
nmystery. Sepie was no help at all. Even if she knew anythi ng, she hadn't said

a word since Kim had been shot. Tuck forced her to drink the water from a
coupl e of green coconuts, but other than that, she had lain in the bow
noti onl ess for twenty-four hours.

He was now | ooki ng at his second sunset at sea. He corrected his course
and realized that they nust have been traveling north nost of the day. How
far, he couldn't guess. He steered southwest until the sun lay on the water
like a glowing platter, hoping to correct some of the danage.

He really wi shed that Sepie would conme around. He needed sone sleep, and
he needed sone relief fromhis own thoughts. Thoughts of the Sky Priestess, of
the Sorcerer, and of his dead friend Kinm . Despite the navigator's surly
manner, he had been a good kid. Tuck, who had been brought up in relative
[ uxury, couldn't inmagine having endured the life that Kinmi had lived. And the
navi gat or had never given up. He had lived and died with courage. And he woul d
still be alive if he hadn't net Tucker Case.

"Fuck!" Tuck said to no one. He wi ped his eyes on his sleeve and squinted
at the gunnetal waves.

There was a flapping noise up by the mast and Tuck adjusted the steering
oar to catch the wind. The sail filled again, but the flapping continued for a
second before it stopped.

Roberto caught the shroud line that was secured to the outrigger and did
an upsi de-down swi nging |landing that left himlooking to the back of the
canoe.

Tuck couldn't have been happier if it had been an angel hanging fromhis
shroud |i ne.

" Robert o?"

"Yes," the bat said. He was speaking in his own voice, not Vincent's. The
accent Filipino, not Manhattan

Tuck al most burst out |aughing. Hi s nbod swings were so rapid and wi de
now that he was afraid his sanity mght be falling through the chasm "I
didn't recognize you w thout your gl asses.”

"I no like the light," Roberto said.

Tuck | ooked to Sepie, still Lying in the bow "Look, Sepie, it's
Roberto." The girl did not stir.

"You are very sad about Kim,

"Yes," Tuck said, "I amsad."

"He tell you he was great navigator and you no believe him™"

Tuck | ooked away. Sonething about bats increases shane by a factor of

Roberto sai d.

ten.
"You are going the wong way," the bat said. "Go that way." He pointed
with a wing claw. The wi nd caught his wing and nearly spun himoff the shroud

line. He braced hinself with the other wing claw and pointed again. "I mean
that way."

"You're shifting nme," Tuck said.

"That way."

"That's north. I'mgoing to Guam West."
"That's west. | am born on Guam"



"You're a bat."

"You ever see a |lost bat?"

"No, but I've never seen a tal king bat either."

"See?" Roberto said, as if he had nade his point. "That way."

After all the evidence is in--after you've run all the facts by
everything you know -and you're still lost, you have to do sone things on
faith. Tuck steered in the direction Roberto was pointing.

A few nminutes later he | ooked up to see Vincent sitting on the pile of

coconuts in the center of the canoe. "CGood call, listening to the bat,"
Vincent said. "l just wanted you to know that the Shark People are going to
build sone | adders."

"Well, that's a useful bit of information,” Tuck said.

"It will be," Vincent said. Then he di sappear ed.
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Mal i nk' s Song

"They're flying the new pilot in tonorrow," said Sebastian Curtis. "I
told themthat Tucker wouldn't fly, so he had to be elimnated. They weren't
happy about |osing the heart and | ungs."

Beth Curtis sat at her vanity, putting on her eye makeup for the
appearance of the Sky Priestess. The red scarf was draped over the back of the
chair. "Did you check the database? Maybe we can send anot her set of organs
back with them 1 can pick the chosen tonight and keep themin the clinic
until tonorrow norning."

"The custoner already died," Curtis said.

"Well, | guess he really was sick, then." She |aughed, a girlish |augh
full of nusic.

Sebastian | oved her |augh. He sniled over her shoulder into the mrror
"I"mglad you're not concerned about Tucker Case. | understand, Beth. Really.
| was just jealous."

"Tucker who? Ch, you nean Tucker dead-at-sea Case? 'Bastian, dear, | did
what | did for us. | thought it would keep hi munder control. Wite it off as
one of life's little m ssteps. Besides, if he's not dead now, he will be in a
day or so."

"He made it here on the open ocean. Through a typhoon.™

"And with the navigator. Remenber, |'ve seen himfly. He's dead. That old
canni bal is probably munching on his bones right now. " She checked her
lipstick and wi nked at himin the mrror. "Showime, darling."

Mal i nk trudged through the jungle, his shoulders aching fromthe basket
of food he was carrying. Each day he had been taking food to Sarapul's hiding
place. It was not that he didn't trust his people, but he did not want to
burden any of themw th such a weighty secret. The last of themto see the
canni bal saw him covered with bl ood, gasping in the sand. Mlink had told them
t hat Sarapul was dead and that Malink had given his body to the sharks. A
chief had to carry many secrets, and sonetinmes he had to lie to his people to
spare them pain.

After the third day, Malink was ready to |l et the cannibal go back to his
house on the far side of the island. The guards were no | onger searching, and
the Sorcerer had stopped asking questions. Perhaps things would go back to the
way they were. But nmaybe that wasn't right either. Malink didn't want to, but
he believed the pilot. The Sky Priestess and the Sorcerer were going to hurt
his people. He was too old for this. He was too old to fight. And how do you
fight machi ne guns with spears and machet es?

He paused by a giant nahogany tree and put the basket down while he
caught his breath. He saw snoke drifting in streans over the ferns and | ooked



in the direction it was com ng from Soneone was there, obscured by a tal
stand of taro | eaves as big as el ephant ears.

There was a rustling there. Mlink crouched.

"You're not scared, are you, squirt?"

Mal i nk recogni zed the voice fromhis childhood and he wasn't scared. But
he knew he didn't have to say so. "I amnot a squirt. I amold man now. "

Vi ncent swaggered out of the taro. His flight suit and bonber jacket
| ooked exactly as Malink remenbered. "You're always gonna be a squirt, Kkid.
You still got that lighter | gave you?"

Mal i nk nodded.

"That was ny lucky Zi ppo, kid. |I shoulda hung on to it. Fuck it. Spilt
mlk." Vincent waved his cigarette in dismssal. "Look, | need you to build
some | adders. You know what a | adder is, right?"

"Yes," Malink said.

"Of course you do, smart kid like you. So I am needing you to build, oh
say six ladders, thirty feet long, strong and |light. Use banmboo. Are you
getting this, kid?"

Mal i nk nodded. He was grinning fromear to ear. Vincent was speaking to

hi m agai n.

"You're talkie' my ear off, kid. So, anyway, | need you to build these
| adders, see, as | am having big plans for you and the Shark People. Large
pl ans, kid. Hugely large. I'mtalking about substantial fuckin' plans | am

havi ng. Okay?"

Mal i nk nodded.

"Good, build the |adders and stand by for further orders."” The flyer
began to back away into the taro patch

"You said you would come back," Malink said. "You said you would cone
back and bring cargo."

"You don't look like you been shorted on the feedbag, kid. You got your
cargo in spades.”

"You said you would come back."

Vincent threw up his hands. "So what the fuck's this? Western Uni on?

Don't go screwy on ne, kid. | need you." The pilot started to fade, going as
translucent as his cigarette snoke.
Mal i nk stepped forward. "The Sky Priestess will tell us orders?"

"The Sky Priestess took a powder fifty years ago, kid. This danme doing
the bunp and grind on nmy runway is paste."

"Past e?"

"She's a fake, squirt. A boneable feast to be sure, but she's running a
ganme on you."

"She is not Sky Priestess?"

"No, but don't piss her off." Wth that the pilot faded to nothing.

Mal i nk | eaned back agai nst the mahogany tree and | ooked up through the
canopy to the sky. His skin tingled and his breath was com ng easy and deep
The ache in his knees was gone. He was light and strong and full, and every
birdcall or rustle of |eaves or distant crash of a wave seened part of a great
and wonderful song.
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Call in the Cavalry

They had m ssed Guam and Sai pan (passing at night) and all the Northern
Mariana Islands (drifting in fog) and Johnston Island and all ships at sea (no
reason, they just mssed). The sunscreen had run out on the seventh day. The
drinki ng coconuts ran out on the fourteenth.

They still had sone shark meat that had been snoked and dried, but Tuck
couldn't choke down a bite of it without water. They had had nothing to drink
for a full day.



They were at sea for three days before Sepie canme out of her catatonia,
and after a day of sobbing, she started to talk.

"I mss him" she said. "He listen to nme. He |ike ne even when |I am bei ng
mean. "

"Me too. | treated himbadly sonetinmes too. He was a good guy. A good
friend."

"He | ove you very nuch," Sepie said. She was crying again.

Tuck | ooked down, shielding his face so she couldn't see his eyes. "I'm
sorry, Sepie. | know you loved him | didn't nmean to put himin danger. |
didn't nean to put you in danger."

She crawled to his end of the canoe and into his arnms. He held her there

for a long time, rocking her until she stopped crying. He said, "You'll be
okay."
"Kim say he would sail me to Anerica soneday. You will take ne?"
"Sure. You'll like it there.”
"Tell me," she said.

She grilled Tuck about all things American, making hi mexplain everything
fromtel evision to tanpons. Tuck | earned about nen, about how sinple they
wer e, about how easily they could be manipul ated, about how good they could
make a worman feel when they were nice, and how rmuch they could hurt a wonan by
dying. Telling the things that they knew made them each feel smart, and
sharing the duties of sailing the boat made themfeel safe. It was easier to
live inthe little world inside the canoe than to face the vast enptiness of
t he open ocean. Sepie took to curling into Tuck's chest and sl eeping while he
steered. Twice Tuck fell asleep in her arns and no one steered the boat for
hours. Tuck didn't let it bother him He had accepted that they were going to
die. It seemed so easy now that he wondered why he'd nade such an effort to
escape it on the island.

Roberto hadn't spoken since the first night. He hung fromthe Iines and
pointed with a wing claw when Tuck called to him Wen Tuck was stil
reckoni ng, he reckoned that they were traveling at an average speed of five
knots. At five knots, twenty-four hours a day, for fourteen days, he reckoned
that they had travel ed well over two thousand miles. Tuck reckoned that they
were now sailing through downtown Sacranmento. Hi s reckoning wasn't any better
than his navigation

On the fifteenth day Roberto took flight and Tuck watched himuntil he
was not hing but a dot on the horizon, then nothing at all. Tuck didn't blane
him He accepted his own death, but he didn't want to watch Sepie go before
him At sunset he tied off the steering oar, took Sepie in his arnms, and |ay
down in the bottom of the boat to wait.

Sonetime later--he couldn't tell how long, but it was still dark--he woke
with a parched scream when a tube of mascara dropped out of the sky and hit
himin the chest. Sepie sat up and snatched the tube fromthe bottom of the
boat .

"To make you pretty," she said. Her voice cracked on "pretty."

Tuck was too disoriented to recogni ze what she was holding. He took it
fromher and squinted at it. "lIt's mascara."

"Roberto," Sepie said.

Tuck | ooked around in the sky, but didn't see the bat. It was beginning
to get light. "You brought us nascara? We're dying of thirst and you brought
us mascara?"

"Kim teach him" Sepie said.

Tuck didn't think he had the energy left for outrage, but it was com ng
nonet hel ess. "You..."

Sepie put a finger to his lips. "Listen."

Tuck listened. He heard nothing. "What?"

"Surf."

Tuck listened. He heard it. He also heard sonething else, a rhythmc
stirring in the water nuch closer to the canoe. He | ooked in the direction of
t he noi se and saw sonet hi ng novi ng over the water toward them



"Al oha!" came out of the dark, followed by a niddl e-aged white nan in an
ocean kayak. "I guess I'mnot the only one who likes to get out early," he
sai d.

In their first hour at the Wi ki ki Beach Hyatt Regency, Sepie flushed the
toil et seventy-eight tinmes and consuned two hundred and forty dollars' worth
of product fromthe mnibar (five Pepsis and a box of Raisinets).

"You poop in here and it just goes away?"

"Yes."

"In this big bow ?" She pointed.
"Yes."

"You poop?"

"Yes."

"And you push this?"

"Yes."

"And it goes away?"

"That's right."

"Wher e?"

"To the next room" Plunbing. They hadn't tal ked about pl unbing.

"And they push this and it goes away?"

"Look, Sepie, there's a TV in here. You push this and it changes the
picture."

Tuck couldn't be sure because they'd never had sex and because she'd told
hi m about how she could fool a man, but he thought she m ght have cone right
t hen.

He made her promise not to | eave the roomand | eft her there flushing and
clicking while he went to the police.

The desk sergeant at the Honolulu police departnent |istened patiently
and politely and with appropriate concern right up until Tuck said, "I know I
look a little ratty, but |I've been at sea in an open boat for two weeks." At
whi ch point the sergeant held up his hand signifying it was his turn to talKk.

"You' ve been at sea for two weeks?"

"Yes. | escaped by boat."

"So how | ong ago did these alleged murders happen?”

"I don't know exactly. One about a nmonth ago, one |onger."

"And you're just getting around to reporting them now?"

"I told you. | was trapped on Alualu. | escaped in a sailing canoe."

"Then," the sergeant said, "Alualu is not a street in Honolulu."

"No. It's an island in Mcronesia."

"I can't help you, sir. That's out of our jurisdiction."

"Wl l, who can help nme?"

"Try the FBI."
So Tuck, on the cab ride to the FBI offices, changed his strategy. He'd
wait until he got past the front Iine of defense before spilling his guts. The

receptionist was a petite Asian wonman of forty who spoke English so precisely
that Tuck knew it had to be her second | anguage.

"I"'msure | can help you if you will just tell ne what it is that you'd
like to report."

"I can't. | have to talk to an agent. | won't be confortable unless I
talk to a real agent."

She | ooked of fended and her speech becane even crisper. "Perhaps you can
tell me the nature of the crinme.”

Tuck thought for a moment. What did the FBI al ways handl e on tel evision?
Al Capone, Kl ansnen, bank robberies, and... "Kidnapping," he said. "There's
been a ki dnappi ng. "

"And who has been ki dnapped? Have you filed a m ssing persons report wth



the [ ocal police?"

Tuck shook his head and stood his ground. "I'Il tell an agent."

The receptioni st picked up the phone and punched a number. She turned
away from himand covered her nmouth with her hand as she spoke into the
nmout hpi ece. She hung up and said, "There's an agent on his way."

"Thanks, " Tuck sai d.

A few minutes later a door opened and a dark-haired guy who | ooked like a
nmobi | e mannequi n from a Brooks Brothers w ndow display entered the reception
room and extended his hand to Tuck. "M. Case, |'m Special Agent Tom Myers.
Wul d you step into ny office, please?"

Tuck shook his hand and foll owed himthrough the door and down a hal | way
of identical ten-by-twelve offices with identical netal desks that displayed
i dentical photos of identical families in identical dinme-store frames. Myers
notioned for Tuck to sit and took the seat behind the desk.

"Now, Rose tells me chat you want to report a ki dnappi ng?" Special Agent
Myers unbuttoned the top button of his shirt.

"You all owed to do that?" Tuck asked.

"Casual Fridays," the special agent said.

"Ch," Tuck said. "Yes. Kidnapping, multiple nurder, and the theft and
sal e of human organs for transplant."

Myers showed no reaction. "Go on."

And Tuck did. He began with the offer of the job on Alualu and ended with
his arrival in Hawaii, |eaving out the crash of Mary Jean's jet, the
subsequent loss of his pilot's Iicense and pending crimnal charges, anything
to do with cargo cults, cannibals, transvestites, ghost pilots, talking bats,
and genital injuries. As he wapped up, he thought the edited version sounded
pretty credible.

Speci al Agent Myers had not changed position or expression once in the
hal f hour that Tuck had tal ked. Tuck thought he saw himblink once, though
Speci al Agent Myers | eaned back in his chair (casual Fridays) and tenpled his
fingers. "Let ne ask you sonething," he said.

"Sure," Tuck said.

"Are you the Tucker Case that got drunk and crashed the pink jet in
Seattle a few nmonths ago?"

Tuck coul d have sl apped him "Yes, but that doesn't have anything to do
with this."

"I think it does, M. Case. | think it affects the credibility of what is
al ready an incredible story. I chink you should | eave ny office and go about
t he business of putting your life in order."

"I'mtelling you the truth," Tuck said. He was fighting panic. He worked
to stay calm "Way would | make up a story like that? As you pointed out, |'ve
got enough on ny plate just rebuilding ny life. 1'"'mnot so stupid that |I'd add
charges for filing a false crime report to all the others. If you have to take
me into custody, do it. But do sonething about what's going on out on that
island or a lot nore people are going to die."

"Even if | believed your story, what would you like me to do?"

And there Tuck lost it. " 'Special agent.' Does that nmean that you had to
take the little bus to the acadeny?"

"I was at the top of ny class."” A rise.

"Then act like it."

"What do you want, M. Case?"

Tuck junped up and | eaned over the desk. Special Agent Myers rolled back
in his chair.

"I want you to stop them | want covert action and deadly technol ogy. |
want Navy SEALS and sni pers and spies and | aser-gui ded smart stealth gi znos

out the ying-yang. | want surgical strikes and satellite views and a steam ng
shitload of every sort of Tom O ancy geegaw you got. | want fucking Jack Ryan
James Bond, and a hal f-dozen Van Dame not herfuckers who can junp through
their own asses and rip your heart out while it's still beating. | want

action, Special Agent Myers. This is evil shit."



"Sit down, M. Case."

Tuck sat down. Hi s energy was gone. "Look, |'mgiving nyself up. Arrest
me, throwne in jail, beat me with a rubber hose, do whatever you want to do,
but stop what's going on out there."

Speci al Agent Myers smiled. "I don't believe a word you' ve told ne, but
even if | did, even if you had evidence of what you're claimng, | stil
couldn't do anything. The FBI can only act on domestic matters.”

"Then tell sonmeone who handl es international matters."

"The CIA only handles matters that affect national security, and frankly,
I wouldn't enbarrass nyself by calling them"

"Fuck it, then. Take ne away." Tuck held out his arms to receive
handcuf f s.

"Go back to your hotel and get some rest, M. Case. There are no
out standi ng warrants for your arrest.”

"There aren't?" Tuck felt as if he'd been gut-punched.

"I checked the computer before |I brought you in here." Myers stood. "I'lI
show you out."

After another cab ride and another truncated telling of his story, Tuck
was al so shown out of the Japanese enmbassy. He found a pay phone and soon he
had been hung up on by both the American Medi cal Association and the Counci
of Methodi st M ssionaries. He found Sepie curled up on the king-size bed, the
television still blaring in the bathroom three mnibottles of vodka enpty on
the floor. Tuck considered raiding the mnibar hinself, but when he opened it,
he opted for a grapefruit juice instead of gin. Getting hamered wasn't goi ng
to take the edge off this tinme, and at this rate, the noney he'd left on
deposit at the desk in lieu of a credit card--the noney that Sarapul had found
in Tuck's pack--would run out in two days.

He sat down on the bed and stroked Sepie's hair. She had put on nascara
whil e he was out and had made a ness of it. Funny, she'd wal ked into the hotel
weari ng one of Tuck's shirts--the first time she'd worn a top in her
life--1oo0king very much the little girl and now she had on makeup and was
passed out drunk. Tuck had a feeling that coming to Anerica was not going to
be easy on either of them He kissed her on the forehead and she noaned and
rolled over. "Perfunme tonorrow," she said. "You get me sonme, okay?"

"Ckay," Tuck said. "A woman who snells good is a woman who feels good."
The phrase rattled off the walls of his brain. He snatched up the phone and
punched up information. Wen the operator cane on, he said, "Houston, area
code 713..."

60
Meanwhi | e, Back at the Ranch

Mary Jean sat behind a desk fashioned entirely of rose quartz veined with
fool's gold and stared out the wi ndow at the Houston skyline. A brown haze had
risen to the level of her fiftieth-floor office as the exhaust of a mllion
cars huddl ed agai nst the stratosphere and curled around the city |like a huge
rusty cat looking for a place to nap. It just made her mad as a cowpoke
weari ng bob-wire pants, but not mad enough, of course, to sell her shares of
GM and Exxon. Blue chips was blue chips, after all, and the great state of
Texas ran on oil.

The intercom beeped and Mary Jean keyed her speakerphone, not because she
needed her hands free to work, but because the phone receiver either got
caught in her hairdo or her clip-one rattled against it making all sorts of
di stracting racket. There'd been a time, before Prozac, when she'd thought for
six nmonths that the FBI was tapping her phone line, only to find out it was a
pair of twenty-carat ruby cluster earrings bangi ng agai nst the earpiece.

"Yes, Melanie."

"Tucker Case on the phone, Mary Jean. He's been calling all day. |'ve



tried to put himoff, but he says that people are going to die if you don't
talk to him"

"Does he sound drunk?"

"No, Ma'am He sounds serious."

Mary Jean took a deep breath and | ooked up at the Mnet hanging on the
far wall. Twenty million dollars, depreciated as office furnishings,
appreciated to twice its value and donated to a nmuseum as a donation witeoff
at full value, with no capital gains, and there it would hang until the day of
her death when it would go to the nuseum And it al so matched the couch

"Put himthrough," she said.

"Mary Jean, it's Tucker."

"I was just thinking of you. How are you, sweetie?"

"Mary dean, |'m stone sober and | need you to listen.”

"Go on, Tucker. | got nore ears than a cornfield in June."

"First, | know that there were never any crimnal charges filed, and
don't blanme you for trying to get ne out of the way. But | could really use
some hel p."

Mary Jean bl anched. "Can you hol d one second, darlin? Thanks." She pushed
the hold button and then the intercom "Melanie, dear, would you mnd bringing
me a couple of nunber five Valiuns and a little glass of juice? Thank you."
She clicked back to Tuck. "Go on, honey."

And Tuck did, for fifteen mnutes, and when he finished, Mary Jean said,
"Well, that's just not right. That's just terrible.™

"Yes, it is, Mary Jean."

"W just can't have that,’
"Il see what | can do."

"Mary Jean, | really appreciate this. If | could go to anyone el se, |
woul d. "

"And hurt ny feelings? No, you wouldn't. Tucker Case, |'ve been selling
t he power to change yourself for forty years. Now, if | don't believe in the
power of redenption, then I'"'mguilty of false advertising, aren't |? You sit
tight, now Bye."

She clicked the intercom "Ml anie, get nme Jake Skye on the line, please.
Thank you, dear."

she said. "You give Ml anie your nunber there.

61
Roundhouse Al oha

Tuck stood at the arrival gate amd a group of Hawaiian college students
wearing grass skirts and sarongs and ...stooped with leis they were draping on
tourists as they canme out of the tunnel fromthe 747. Tuck spotted Jake Skye
wel | before he cane out of the tunnel. He was a head taller than nost of the
tourists and one of the few who had a tan. Tuck waved to himand Jake tossed
his head to show he'd seen him He cane out grinning with his hand extended.

Tuck smled and hit Jake with a roundhouse to the jaw that knocked him
back into a group of pseudo hula girls. Jake apol ogized to the girls and
rubbed his jaw as he turned to Tuck

"W done?"

"l guess so," Tucker said. He knew that Jake woul d never apol ogi ze for
selling himout.

Jake fell in beside Tuck and they wal ked through the termnal. "I didn't

see that com ng. You' ve changed, buddy."
"l guess so," said Tuck. "Thanks for com ng."
"I"'mjust here to take you hone." Jake pulled two airline ticket folders
out of his shirt pocket. "Mary Jean says you can bring your new girlfriend."
"I''"'mnot going horme, Jake."
"You're not?"
"No. | need your help, but I'mnot going back to Houston."



"There's a stop in San Franci sco. You can get off there.”

"No. |'ve got sonme things | need to do."

"Buy me a drink." Jake turned and wal ked into an open cocktail |ounge
where a twenty-foot waterfall fell over black |ava rock anong a forest of
bromel i ads and orchids. "Cool airport,” Jake said, pulling a stool up to the
bar. "You ever think about living in the tropics?"

Tuck whi pped around on his stool and Jake held up his hands in surrender

"Just kidding. Ckay, what's the story?"

This time Tuck told the story |eaving out none of the details, and to his
credit, Jake did not call himcrazy at the end. "So what do you think you can
do?"

"Well, first, | thought you could hack the doctor's conmputer and erase
t he database. It nmight slow up the process if he has to do all the tissue
types again."

Jake was shaking his head. "Can't do it, buddy. Even if | wanted to."

"Why not? |'ve got the password.”

Jake drained off the last of his third Mai Tai. "He's on a satellite

uplink net. The connection only goes two ways if he wants it to. | won't be
able to get in. Besides, it's not in the mssion paranmeters. |'m supposed to
cone here, get you, and take you honme. Period."

Tuck dug a slip of paper fromhis back pocket and unfolded it. "I've got
t hese. Maybe they can help."

Jake was still shaking his head, but he stopped when he saw the nunbers

witten on the paper. "Wiuere did you get those nunbers?"

"They were on the bottom of a desk drawer in Curtis's clinic."

"They' re not conputer codes, Tuck. You see those letters at the end? BSI?
You know what that is?"

Tuck shook his head.

"Bane Suisse ltaliano. Those are Swi ss bank account nunbers." Jake tried
to snatch the paper and Tuck pulled it out of his reach

"You willing to expand the m ssion paraneters?" Tuck said.
Jake was staring at the paper in Tuck's hand. "How nmuch?"
"Hal f."

Jake scratched his three-day gromh of beard. "And they were getting how
much per ki dney?"

"Half a ml."

Jake cringed, then relaxed and put his hand on Tuck's shoul der. "What did
you have in mnd, partner?"

"I want to get the Shark People off the island."

"How many? Three hundred and change? Hire a ship."

"I want to go sooner. | want to fly themoff."

Jake smiled. The wheels were working now. "It's going to take a big
pl ane: 747 or L-1011. That island got enough runway for sonething that size?"

"Can we get something that size?"

"Not legally," Jake said.
"I"'mnot worried about legally. I'"'mworried about |ogistically.”
Jake stood up. "I'mnot flying it. | get you a plane, | get half. Deal ?"

“I"1l give you one of the account nunbers as soon as we get the plane.
You take your chances whether there's nmoney in it or not. If | don't make it,
and the money's in my account, you're screwed."”

Jake considered it, then nodded. "I can live with that. Let's go watch
the big planes take off."

Tuck was amazed at the way Jake's mind worked. The second he'd accepted
that they were going to steal a 747, it becane a problem and when it cane to
sol ving probl ens, Jake was the best. They stood on an open wal kway t hat
over| ooked the tarmac, watching the 747s taxiing into the term nal

"The best thing," Jake said, "about stealing a 747 is that no one assumnes
t hat anyone is crazy enough to try it."



"I thought people tried to steal themall the tinme. It's a | eague sport
in the Mddle East, isn't it?"

"They hijack, they don't steal. Wth hijacking, you have to take a pil ot
with you." Jake pointed to a row of planes docked at the term nal by rolling
wal kways. "These guys? Qut of the question," he said.

"\ 2"

"Because they've just come in and they're Iow on fuel or they're being
fueled to take off again, and nost of the tine, if you can get in them
there's a crew on board." He pointed to some jets parked near hangars at the
far side of the airfield. "Those are our babies. They've got fuel, but they're
waiting for a crew and passengers. After midnight nothing goes out of this
ai rport except FedEx. The advantage of a vacation destination. Nobody wants to
fly in or out at night."

The planes were a good half a mle away. "That's a long way to go across
an airfield without the tower seeing us and calling security. And we have to
drive a ranp over to it to get inside."

"No, we don't. There's an emergency escape hatch for the pilots in the
roof over the cockpit.”

"That's four stories up. How are you going to get up to it?"

"Down to it," Jake said.

" Down?"

"The problemis how to get the hatch unlatched. They only open fromthe
i nsi de. "

"I"'mstill alittle unclear on the 'down' part of the plan," Tuck said.
At sone point he was going to be on top of a 747 and hei ghts made hi m nervous.

"Let me worry about that," Jake said. Then he snapped his fingers as if
conjuring the answer to his problemout of thin air. "lI've got the answer
right here in front of nme. What was | thinking? I'"mworking with the naster."

Tuck | ooked around, thinking that Jake was tal ki ng about soneone el se.
"Are you tal king about ne? | don't know how to do anything."

"But you're wong, Tuck, you're wong. For this part of the plan we need

the cooperation of a flight attendant. Cone on, let's get nmy bag. |I've got an
extra change of clothes you can wear."
"What's wong with these clothes?" Tuck asked. He was still wearing the

oversi zed and now di stressed hand-ne-downs of Sebastian Curtis.
"Li ke you have to ask."

Jake spent an hour studying flight schedul es and tal king to counter
people at the different airlines. Tuck took the opportunity to call the hotel
to check on Sepie. She answered on the second ring. "Hello. How rmuch is
washer -dryer conbi nati on?"

"Wat ?"

"Mayt ag washer-dryer conbination with mini basket and winkle guard. How
much?"

"I don't know. Maybe a grand. Are you okay?"

She'd put the phone down and he heard her shouting at the TV, "Is a
grand! Is a grand! You fuckin' nook! Oh, no." She picked up the phone again.
"You wong. |Is eleven nine nine suggested retail. You |ose."

"You're watching 'The Price Is Right'?"

"They give you things if you know how rmuch |Is very hard."

"Do you need anything?" Tuck asked. "I can call room service from here
and have them bring you sonme food."

"Perfume and |ipstick," Sepie said.

"That'll have to wait. I'Il be back soon, okay?"

"Ckay. Tuck?"

"\What, Sepie?"

"What is washer-dryer conbination?"

"Il explain later. | have to go now. "

She hung up on him Evidently, her fascination with plunbing and



television didn't extend to the tel ephone. He found Jake talking to a girl at
the United counter who was obviously taken with the grungy pilot's charm He
saw Tuck and sai d good- bye.

"I"ve found our plane and the crew assignments. We have a ten-mnute
wi ndow to get to Gate 38 so you can work your nagic."

The plan was for Tuck to spot a flight attendant coming off the plane,
get to know her, and convince her to go back into the jet and throw the | atch
on the emergency hatch before the plane was cl eaned and noved away fromthe
termnal. They waited at the tunnel into Gate 38. The passengers had | ong
since depl aned, as had the pilots.

"Remenber, you want to go ugly," Jake said.

"I know," Tuck said. He'd changed into Jake's clothes, which fit him at
| east, even if he looked like a guitar player for a Seattle grunge band.

"And old if you can get it."

"I know, " Tuck sai d.

"You want a worman who | ooks like she couldn't get laid in a nmen's
col ony. "

"I know," Tuck said. "Wuld you back off? | haven't done this in a
while."

"Like riding a bicycle, buddy."

The first flight attendant out of the tunnel was a pretty blond wonan,
about twenty-five. "Pass," Jake said.

The next was a man, and the next a tall black wonman who could have been a
runway nodel .

"They're killing us here," Jake said. "How would you feel about going for
the guy? He's our best chance so far."

" Fuck off, Jake."

"Just an idea."”

They waited for five nore mnutes before a tired-1ooking woman in her
fifties came down the tunnel pulling her flight bag behind her

"Go to it, stud," Jake said. He gave Tucker a little shove.

Tuck shoved back wi thout taking his eyes off the woman. "I can't do this,
Jake. "

"What ?" Jake Skye grabbed Tuck's wist and pretended to be taking his
pul se.

Tuck pulled away fromhim "I can't do this."

"Don't pull this shit on me, buddy. She's getting away. This is what you

do."

"Not anymore, | don't."

"Well, | sure as hell do." Jake pulled off the flannel shirt he was
weari ng open over his black T-shirt and threw it to Tuck. "Go back to your
hotel and wait for ne to call. What room are you in?"

"Twel ve-thirty."

Jake pushed the T-shirt sleeves up just enough for his biceps to show and
took of f down the concourse after the m ddl e-aged flight attendant.

Tuck went outside and found the shuttle to the Hyatt Regency. During the
ride back to the hotel, he realized that he had no idea howto explain a
washer-dryer conbination to soneone who had never worn shoes or a shirt unti
two days ago. He decided to go with magic.

62
Li ke d ockwork Spies
Mal i nk found the old cannibal in a small clearing in the jungle,

urinating on a young banana tree. "I brought you food." Malink dropped the
basket and sat down under a tree. Sarapul seened to be taking a long tine at



hi s task.

"Sonetines it's hard,"” Mlink said.

"Sometines | can't go at all," Sarapul said. "It hurts." He shuddered and
turned around with a grin, snoothing down his thu. "But not today." He sat
down next to Malink and reached into the basket for a hunk of fish.

"I heard the music last night," Sarapul said. "The white bitch conmes nore
often now." He offered Malink a piece of fish and the chief took it.

"There are three chosen in only ten days. | think they won't cone back
sometines. Vincent says that she is not the Sky Priestess. The pilot said she
will kill us."

"Then we must fight."

"Kni ves agai nst guns? You renenber the war."

"I remenber. Cone." He got up and |ed Malink through the underbrush to a
hol |l ow | og. He reached in and pulled out a I ong bundle wapped in oiled
sharkskin. "A man nust take the strength of his enemies. If he cannot eat him
and take his strength, he nust take his weapon."

Sarapul unwrapped the bundle to reveal a Wrld War || vintage Japanese
bolt-action rifle. He had obviously been visiting this spot because the rifle
was covered with a thin coat of fish oil and gleamed |like new. "I cut off his

head and took his gun.”

Mal i nk remenbered the wath of the Japanese on his people after the
sol di er disappeared. "You did that? You were the one?"

"It was a long time ago,"” Sarapul said. He reached into the bundle again
and pull ed out three shining cartridges. "But | saved these."

"They have machi ne guns," Mlink said.

"She doesn't."

The call came a little after mdnight. Tuck had slept since he got to the
hotel, stuffing toilet paper in his ears to block out the noise of the
tel evision and Sepie tal king back to it.

"Take a cab to general aviation at the airport,"” Jake said. "The hangar
you want says |sland Adventures on the side. I'll be waiting."

Tuck clinbed out of bed and turned off the tel evision.

"Hey, " Sepie said. She was sitting cross-1legged on the floor about a foot
fromthe screen. Tuck crouched and took her face in his hands. "Tonorrow at
six you take the tickets and go downstairs. Tell the man at the desk you want

to go to the airport. The bus will take you."
"I know this," she said.
"Just listen. Atall man with long hair will be there.™
"Right. Jake," Sepie said. "I knowthis."

"If he's not there, go to one of the men in the blue hats and tell him
you need hel p getting on your plane. He'll help you. Wen you get to Houston
go into the airport and call this nunber. Tell the wonan who answers that |
told you to call. She'll help you."

"And you will come and get me soon, right?"

"I try. "

"What about Roberto?"

They hadn't seen the fruit bat since the nascara bonmbi ng. "Roberto will
be fine. He'll live here, but | have to go." He kissed her on the forehead and
before he could pull away she wapped her arnms around his neck and ki ssed him
on the lips so hard he thought he night have cut his Iip.

"You cone get ne."

“TowillL"
He stood and went out the door. A few seconds |ater he heard Sepie cal
to himfromdown the hall. "Hey!"

Tuck turned

"How cone you don't try to sex ne?"

"Towill."

"Ckay," she said, and she went back into the room



Jake was waiting for himat the |Island Adventures hangar. A Hughes 500
helicopter with its doors renoved sat on a pad by the hangar. "I rented it for
an hour. | fuck it up and we owe Mary Jean five grand for the deposit."

Tuck | ooked at the helicopter sitting on the pad |ike a huge bl ack
dragonfly and he began to get a very bad feeling. "You don't want ne to do
what | think you want ne to do, do you?"

“I"1l put the skid right over the hatch. You just step out of one
aircraft onto another. No problem It can't be half as bad as what | had to do
to get the hatch left open.™

Tuck began to protest, but Jake was already wal king to the helicopter
Tuck clinmbed into the helicopter and slipped on the headset. Jake threw the
swi tches and the turbine began to whine. In a few seconds the bl ades slowy
began to rotate.

Tuck keyed the intercom mi ke on his headset so Jake coul d hear hi mover
the bl ades. "You'll never get past the tower."

"I'"ve done it before," Jake said. "I had to repo a Jet Ranger for a guy
once."

"They' Il never clear you."

"There's no traffic. Besides, you think they're going to clear you? It's
Captain Mdnight's rock 'n' roll express fromhere on out, big guy."

Jake pulled the collective |l ever by the side of his seat and the
helicopter lifted into the air. Wthin seconds, Tuck heard the tower jabbering
over the radio, warning the Hughes 500 to wait for clearance. Jake brought the
hel i copter up just high enough to clear the top of the hangar and flewin a
| ow wide circle around the airport, then began his own jabber

"Honol ulu Tower, this is Helicopter One, approaching fromthe west on
Runway Two. | have a problemwith nmy tail rotor. Requesting energency
| andi ng. "

The tower cane back: "Helicopter One, didn't you just take off w thout
cl ear ance?"

"Negative, Tower. I'min from Maui. Request energency cl earance."

O course, Tuck thought. Jake flew the circle below the radar and wi t hout
the running lights. They have no idea whether this is the sane helicopter that
just took off.

Jake sent the helicopter into a horizontal spin that noved it closer to
the planes by the hangars with every rotation, just as it nmoved Tuck closer to
throwi ng up. Jake stopped the spin for a second and nodded toward a United
747. "That's your baby. Get out of your harness and get ready. They won't know
you're there. Get inside and wait two hours before you start your taxi. |
don't want themto connect the helicopter with the jet. By the way, how re you
going to get your natives on board?"

"They' ve got | adders," Tuck said. "I hope." Tuck hung his headset behind
t he seat and unsnapped his harness just as Jake resuned his spin. Tuck grabbed
on to the seat to keep frombeing thrown out the open door. \Wat |ooked |ike
an out-of-control aircraft was, in fact, a pretty elenmentary nove called a
pedal turn. Tuck found no confort in that know edge as he watched the tarnmac
spi n bel ow.

Jake pulled the helicopter up just intime to mss the tail of the 747,
then leveled it offend crept forward along the I ength of the huge aircraft.
The tail would obscure the view fromthe tower. "You ready?" he shouted

Tuck shook his head violently. He could see the line of the hatch he was
supposed to go through. He stepped out on the skid. Jake brought the
hel i copter down and the skid touched the top of the jet. "Now"

Tuck stepped off onto the plane and ducked instinctively bel ow the
bl ades. He | ooked back at Jake, shrugged, and shouted, "That was easy."

"I told you," Jake shouted. He pulled the helicopter into the sky and
started his spin toward the Island Adventures pad.

Tuck got on his knees, dug his fingers into the seal around the hatch



and pulled it open. He junped into the dark plane, sealed the hatch behind
him then sat in the pilot's seat and began to study the controls. He clicked
on the nav computer and punched in the |ongitude and | atitude for Al ualu,

whi ch he knew by heart, then pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and put
in the coordinates for his second destination. He put on a headset and turned
on the radios. The frequency was already set for the Honolulu tower. Jake was
receiving the official FAA ass-chewing of the century, but there wasn't a word
about anyone dropping to the top of a United jet. He had just taken off the
headset to settle down for the wait when he heard a scratching sound outside

t he escape hatch. He opened it and Roberto pl opped inside.

63
No Frills
The Sky Priestess was drunk. She and the Sorcerer ~, had made two mllion

dollars in the last ten days and she couldn't even buy a pair of shoes. The
new pilot, Nonura, was a heavily tattooed, taciturn prick who spoke margi nal
Engli sh and | ooked at her like he'd rape her in a second, not for the pleasure
of the violence, but to put her in her place. Since his arrival, even the
ninjas had started to get cocky, joking in Japanese and | aughi ng raucously
when her back was turned. Even the Shark People seened to be losing their fear
of her. The last time she had appeared to themthe children were left in the
village. So the Sky Priestess was watching television in a torn T-shirt and
some sweat pants and she was drunk

The intercom beeped and she let it. If it hadn't run on batteries, she
woul d have unplugged it. Instead, she threw it through the french doors, where
it beeped the beach for two nmore minutes, then stopped. The next time she saw
it Sebastian was standing in the door holding it |ike a prosecutor exhibiting
a nmurder weapon to the jury.

"l suppose you think this is funny."

"Not particularly. Nowif it had hit you in the head, that would be
funny. "

"W have an order, Beth. A kidney."

"Ch, good. I'min great shape to assist a surgery. Let's do both ki dneys.
G ve the buyer a bonus. Wat do you say?" She sl oshed her tunbler of vodka.

Sebastian picked up the empty Absolut bottle fromthe end table. "This
isn't going to work, Beth. You can't appear as the Sky Priestess like that."
He seened nore afraid than angry.

"You are absolutely correct, 'Bastian. The goddess has taken the night
off."

Sebasti an paced back and forth in front of her, rubbing his chin. "W
could stall. We could put you on sonme oxygen and anphetam nes and you coul d be
ready in an hour."

She | aughed. "And ruin this buzz? | don't think so. Tell themto find
anot her source for this one."

He shook his head. "I don't think |I can do that. Nomura's been on the
phone with them He told them we could deliver in six hours.™

She hissed. "Nonura's a fucking grunt. He does what we say. This is our

operation.”

"I"'mnot so sure, Beth. | really don't want to tell himno. Please take a
shower and make some coffee. 1'Il be back in a mnute with an oxygen
cyl i nder."

"No, 'Bastian," she whined. "I don't want to spend six hours in a plane

with that asshole."

"You won't have to, Beth. They've requested that we send him al one this
tinme."

She sat up. "Alone? Wo's going to watch hin?" Suddenly she felt very
sober .



"No one needs to watch him Beth. He works for them renenber? You were
right. W shouldn't have gotten a pilot fromthem"

An hour and forty mnutes after he dropped through the hatch, Tuck
started the procedure to power up the 747. He'd never actually flown anything
this big--or anything nearly this big--but he had done twenty hours in a
simulator in Dallas and only crashed twice. Al planes fly the sane, he told
hi nsel f and he started the first engine. Once it had spool ed up, he had the
power to start the other three. He put on the headset and | ooked out the side
wi ndow to make sure he had roomto turn the plane and taxi it to the runway.
As soon as it started noving, the tower began to chatter, trying first to get
himto identify hinself, then to stop. Roberto, who was hanging fromthe
straps on the flight officer's seat beside Tuck, barked twice and |l et |oose a
hi gh- pi t ched squeal

"You're cookie' wth gas, buddy," cane over the radio. Jake was cl ose
enough to see the big jet.

"\Where are you, Jake?"

"Qut of the way, buddy, but thanks for using ny nane on the radio. Just
t hought you ought to know that you're going to need fifty-one hundred feet of
runway to get that thing off the ground at your destination--and that's with
full flaps, so save your fuel now. You'd better tell them what you're doing
unl ess you' ve got collision insurance on that thing."

Tuck keyed the mi ke button on the steering yoke. "Honolulu Tower, this is
United Flight One requesting i mredi ate cl earance for energency takeoff on
Runway Two."

"There's no such thing as an emnergency takeoff,
Tuck could tell he was close to losing it.

"Well, Tower, |I'mtaking off on Two, and if you' ve got anything headed
that way, |1'd say you' ve got an energency on your hands, wouldn't you?"

The tower guy was al nbst scream ng now. "Negative on the cl earance!

Cl earance denied, United jet. Return to the ternminal. W have no flight plan
for a United Flight One."

"Tower, United Flight One requesting you chill and be a professiona
about this. Cear to ten thousand. | amstarting ny takeoff."

"Negative, negative. Ildentify yourself..."

"This is Captain Roberto T. Fruitbat signing off, Honolulu Tower." Tuck
clicked off the radio, pushed the throttles up, and watched the jet exhaust
pressure gauges. Wien they got to 80 percent of maxi mumthrust, he rel eased
t he ground brakes and one hundred and seventy thousand pounds of aircraft
roll ed down the runway and swept into the sky.

At ten thousand feet he began his turn toward Al ual u.

the controll er said.

The fighters joined hima hundred mles north of Guam Evidently, they
had found out that United did not enploy a Captain Fruitbat. One of the F-18
fighters canme in close and Tuck waved to him The pilot signaled for Tuck to
put on his headset. Wy not?

Tuck assuned they woul d be broadcasting across a number of frequencies.
"Yo, good norning, gents," Tuck said.

"United 747, change your course and |land at Guam Airport or we will force
you down."

Tuck | ooked out the wi ndow at the sidewi nder air to air mssiles hanging
menaci ngly under the wi ngs of the fighter. "And how, exactly, do you propose
to do that, gentlenen?"

"Repeat, change your course and land in Guamimediately or we will force
you down."

"That would be fine," Tuck said. "Go ahead, force ne and ny hundred and
fifteen passengers down." Tuck let off the m ke button and turned to Roberto.
"Ckay, you go in the back and pretend to be a hundred and fifteen people."



As Tuck had cal cul ated, the fighters backed off while they waited for
i nstructions. They were not about to shoot down an American passenger jet
wi t hout very specific orders, whether it was stolen or not. He believed his
bi ggest advant age was that the FAA and United would insist that no one could
steal a 747. That sore of thing just didn't happen. Nice of themto give him
an escort, though. He punched some buttons and the nav conmputer told him he
was only half an hour fromAlualu. He started his descent.

He checked the position of the fighters and hit the mke button. "This is
the UFO calling the F-18s."

"Co ahead, United."

"Are you guys both |istening?"

"Co ahead."

Tuck affected a singsong teasing tone: "Neener, neener, neener, you can't
get ne." Then he | ocked the m crophone in the on position and began singing an
of f-key version of "Fly Me to the Mon."

Mal i nk, | hope you built those |adders, he thought.

Mal i nk had been awakened early by the Sorcerer's jet taking offend he was
on his way to the beach for his norning bowel nmovenent when Vi ncent appeared
to him

"Morning, squirt,"” the flyer said.

Mal i nk st opped on the path and fought to catch his breath. "Vincent.
build the | adders."

"You did good, kid. Now get everyone together--and | nean everyone--and
tell themto go to the airstrip. Take the |l adders. |I'm sending a plane for
you. "

Mal i nk shook his head. "You send cargo?"

Vi ncent | aughed. "No, kid, I'mtaking the Shark People to the cargo.
You'll need the |ladders to get on the plane. Don't be afraid. Just get
everyone."

"The Sky Priestess has three who have been chosen. One has just cone back
to the village."

Vincent | ooked at his feet. "I'msorry, kid. You'll have to | eave them
Go now. You don't have very long. 1'll see you again." And he di sappear ed.

64
Del i ver ance

Beth and Sebastian Curtis were cleaning the operating room and
sterilizing instruments when they fist heard the jet.

"That sounds | ow," Sebastian said casually.

Then the fighters, running ahead of the 747, passed over the island.

"What in the hell was that?" Beth said. She dropped a pan of instrunents
and headed for the door

"Probably just military exercises, Beth," Sebastian called after her.
"I't's nothing to be concerned about." He was glad to have hel p cl eaning up and
didn't want to lose it. Usually, at this point, she was on the pl ane headi ng
for Japan.

" 'Bastian, conme here!" she called. "Sonething s up!"

Sebasti an shoved the last of the surgical draperies into a canvas bag and
hurried outside. The sound of jet engines seened to be everywhere.

Qut side he found Beth staring at some coconut pal ns. The guards were
standing outside their quarters, looking in the same direction. "Look." Beth
pointed to the north.

"What? | don't see..." Then he saw novenent behind the palns and a 747
coming toward the island at entirely too | ow an angl e.

"I't's landing," Beth said.



Sebastian's gaze was caught by nore novenment in his peripheral vision. He
| ooked across the runway. The Shark People were com ng out of the jungle. Al
of the Shark Peopl e.

Fromthe 747 the airstrip | ooked smaller than he had renmenbered. To
conserve runway Tuck wanted to touch down as close to the near end as
possible. He pulled full flaps and checked his descent rate. The Shark Peopl e
were noving toward the plane in a wave. Sonme of the men carried |ong | adders.

As all sixteen tires hit the runway, Tuck slamed the |evers that
reversed the engines and they screaned in protest. Imediately, he hit the
ground brakes and watched the brake tenperature gauge zoominto the red as the
jet screamed toward the ocean at the far end of the runway at a hundred and
fifty mles per hour.

"Did you see the | adders?" Roberto said, but this time it was Vincent's
voi ce com ng fromthe bat. "Ya fuckin' nook, | told you they were makin'
| adders. "

"You must cone," Malink said. He crouched at the edge of the jungle where
the ol d canni bal was hiding. "Vincent said all of our people must go."

Sar apul watched as the huge jet slowmy turned at the end of the runway.
"No. | amtoo old. This is my home. They don't want me where you are going."

"W don't know where we are going."

"Your people didn't want me here. Wuld they want ne in this new place?
will stay."

Mal i nk | ooked to the runway. "I have to go now. "

Sarapul waved himoff with a bony hand. "CGo. You go." He turned and
wal ked into the jungle.

Mal i nk ran into the open and began shouting orders to the men with the
| adders. The Shark Peopl e poured onto the runway and surrounded the jet |ike
termtes serving their swollen queen

Beth Curtis saw the fist of the coos on the 747 open and i medi ately
recogni zed Tuck. A tall |adder was thrown agai nst the plane and the Shark
Peopl e started cli nbing.

"He's taking them away!" she screaned.

Sebastian Curtis stood stupefied.

Beth shouted to the guards, "Stop them you idiots!"

The guards had been spell bound by the | anding of the jet as well, but her
har pyl i ke scream brought themto action. They were in and out of their
gquarters in seconds, running toward the airstrip with their Uzis. Beth Curtis
ran behind them screeching like a tortured siren

Al six coos of the 747 were open now, and the Shark People were
streamng up the | adders, nothers carrying children, the strongest nen hel pi ng
the ol d.

The ot her guards piled up behind Mato whil e he unl ocked the gate. He
fumbled with the key, then finally sent it home and pulled the chain from
around the bars.

Beth Curtis hit the chain-link and curled her fingers through it |ike
claws as she watched her fortune piling into the plane. "Shoot!" she screaned.
"Shoot that son of a bitch!"

The guards had no i dea who she neant, but they understood the command to
shoot. The first one through the gate pulled up and pointed his Uzi at the
crowmd of natives waiting to get up the |adder. There was a fat one who seened
to be giving orders. He ainmed for the center of his back

A bullet took the guard high in the chest, knocking himback off his
feet. Hs Uzi clattered on the runway. The other guards pulled up, |ooking for



the source of the shot.

"Kill themall, you fucking cowards!" Beth Curtis yelled. "Shoot!"

The guards crouched to nmake thenselves into smaller targets as they
scanned the edge of the jungle for novenent.

There was a roar and the guards | ooked up to see two fighter jets coning
in |low over the runway. Their decision was made. They ran for the cover of the
conmpound as Beth Curtis screaned at their backs.

She ran out to the dead guard, picked up his Uzi, and pointed it at the
747. A gunshot cane fromthe jungle and a bullet ricocheted off the concrete
next to her. She turned the Uzi toward the trees and pulled the trigger It
roared for three seconds, the recoil pulling her sideways as the bullets
chopped a pattern in the vegetation like a renpote-control Cuisinart. She
brought the gun back around on the plane and pulled the trigger, but the clip
was enpty.

She threw the gun to the ground and stood shaking as the last of the
| adders was thrown away fromthe plane and the coos were pulled shut.

65
Down to the Prom sed Land

Mal i nk joined Tuck on the flight deck and tried to work the flight
of ficer's harness around his belly as Tuck rel eased the ground brakes and the
jet started rolling. The two fighters did another pass overhead, one of the
pilots warning Tuck not to attenpt to take off.

"You forced ne down," Tuck said into the headset mke. "Wat nore do you
guys want ?"

He rammed the throttles to maxi mum They either had enough runway or they
didn't. What was certain was that he wouldn't know in time to stop. They were
going into the ocean or into the sky and that was that.

The flaps were down for maximumlift, which would use three tines as much
fuel as a regular takeoff, but that was a problemto deal with once they were
inthe air. He | ooked at the ocean ahead, then at the airspeed indicator, then
at the ocean ahead--back and forth, waiting, waiting, waiting for the airspeed
i ndicator to reach the point where the plane would Iift. He was twenty knots
short of takeoff speed when the end of the runway di sappeared fromview and he
started his pull up.

The rear wheels of the great plane grazed the water as it lifted into the
air. Tuck heard what he hoped was a cheer com ng fromthe back of the plane,
but there was a distinct possibility that he was hearing collective screans of
terror. He had just lifted off with three hundred and thirty-two peopl e who
had never flown before. Tuck thought of Sepie, who would have started her
first plane ride two hours ago.

"Where are we goi ng?" Malink asked.

He was trying to conpose hinself, but when Tuck | ooked at him he saw
that the old chief's eyes were as w de as sauces.

"A place called Costa Rica," Tuck said. "You ever heard of it?"

Mal i nk shook his head. "Vincent tells you to take us there."

"No, it was ny idea, actually."

"There is plenty cargo on Costa Ri ca?"

"Coul dn't say, Malink, but the climate is nice and there's no
extradition."

"That is good?" Malink said, as if he had the slightest idea what
extradi tion was.

Tuck admired the old chief. He was here because his god told himto be
here. He had just nade a decision that would change the history of an entire
popul ation, and he had done it on faith.

Tuck set the autopilot and crawl ed out of the pilot's seat. "I'm going
back to make sure everyone is strapped in. Don't touch anything."



Mal i nk' s eyes went wi de again. "W is flying the plane?"
Tuck winked. "I think you know." He turned and headed down the steps to
check on his passengers.

Pushed to his linmt and no little bit frightened, Sebastian Curtis
sneaked up on his wife, who was in full tantrum and injected her in the thigh
with a syringe full of Valium She funmed and gave him a good shot to the jaw
before she started to cal mdown. He caught her by the shoul ders and backed her
into the office chair in front of the conputer

"Don't worry," he said, "Normura is on his way back with the Lear. W'l
be | ong gone before anyone can get here."

"How did he do it?" Beth's voice was weak now, trailing off at the end.

"I don't know. I'msurprised he's even alive. W'll be fine. W have
pl enty of noney. Not as nuch as we'd hoped, but if we're careful...”
"He turned them agai nst me," she said. "My people..."” She didn't finish.

Sebastian stroked her hair. The clinic door opened and Mato cane inside
carrying his Uzi. "Phone," he said.

"No," Sebastian said. "I've already called Japan. The Lear is on its way.
Now gi ve us sone privacy."

Mato threw the bolt on the Uzi and said sonething in Japanese. Sebastian
didn't nove. Mato dug the barrel of the gun into the doctor's ribs. "Phone,"
he sai d.

Sebasti an picked up the receiver that was connected to the satellite and
handed it over.

"CQut," Mato said.

Sebastian hel ped Beth to her feet. "Conme on. We have to do as he says."

Beth let himlift her to her feet, then she pointed a finger at Mato.
"You can kiss your Christmas bonus goodbye, ninja boy. That's it."

Sebasti an dragged her through the door and hel ped her across the conmpound
to her bungal ow. Inside he lay her on the bed. Getting her out of the surgica
greens was like trying to undress a rag doll. She babbl ed incoherently the
whole tine, but did not fight him Wen he turned to | eave the room two of
the guards were standing in the doorway grinning. One of them notioned for him
to |l eave the room The other stared hungrily at Beth.

"No," Sebastian said. He stepped into the doorway and pushed aside the
barrels of their weapons. They stepped back in unison and raised the Uzis.
Sebasti an stepped toward them They took another step back. He was a full foot
taller than either of them

"Cet out," he said and he took another step. They stepped back. "Qut. Get
out. O do you want to lose all your fingers?" He'd found the magi c words. The
peopl e they worked for were notorious for taking the finger joints of those
who di sobeyed. The guards | ooked at each other, then backed out the door that
led into the conpound. One of them hurled a curse in Japanese as he went.

Behi nd t hem Sebastian saw Mato com ng out of the clinic. He marched right for
Bet h' s bungal ow, al nbst stonping the ground as he wal ked, his jaw cl enched and
hi s weapon held before him Sebastian closed the door, locked it, and ran to

t he bedroom

"Come on, Beth. Get up. We've got to get out of here." She was stil
consci ous, but had no coordi nation. He picked her up and threw her over his
shoulder in a fireman's carry, then went out the french doors onto the | ana
and down the steps to the beach

The warm wat er seemed to revive her sonewhat and he nanaged to get her to
ki ck as together they made the swi maround the mnefield.

The fighters veered off after an hour and the 747 was picked up by a B-52
that stayed on themuntil they were in fighter range of the Americas, where
they were joined by two F-16s. Qut of Panama, Tuck guessed. \Wat exactly did
they think they were going to acconplish? A 747 wasn't the kind of plane you



ditch in the jungle and make your escape. In fact, Tuck didn't think that any
pl ane was that kind of plane. He certainly wasn't going to ditch in the jungle
or in the water for that matter. Despite his nisgivings, they were going to
make it to Costa Rica with plenty of fuel. They were well below the plane's
passenger capacity and they carried al nrost no baggage and no conmmi ssary
supplies. The only worry he had now was what woul d happen to hi mwhen they got
on the ground. It was true, Costa Rica had no extradition treaty with the
United States, but what he had done was an act of international terrorism He
nm ght have done better to head back to Hawaii and take his chances with the
FBI rather than risk rotting away in a Central Anerican jail. Still, something
told himthat this was where he should be going. He didn't know why, really,
he had picked Costa Rica, any nore than he knew why he had stolen a plane and
gone back to Alualu in the first place.

As he started his descent for Palmar Airport on the coast, the B-52
veered off to the north and was soon out of sight. Tuck had funed the radio
of f hours ago, tired of hearing the sanme threats and commands fromthe
mlitary pilots. As much as he hated the idea of giving the authorities a
war ni ng, however, he turned on the radio to advise the tower at Palmar that he
was conming in. Amdair collision mght be even worse than a Costa Rican jail.
Especially with three hundred and thirty-two lives riding his soul to hell

He called to the tower, then took off the headset and sat back and
rel axed, convinced that for once in his |life he had done the right thing.
Sonehow he would see to it that Sepie got half the noney fromthe Sw ss bank
accounts. He envisioned her in a big house with one bedroom and seventy-two
bat hroonms with a television in every one. She'd be fine.

Mal i nk, who had gone to the back to reassure his people, canme up the
steps and clinbed into the flight officer's chair. "W are goi ng down?" he
sai d.

"You'll like it," Tuck said. "The weather here is the same as Al ual u.
There are beaches and jungles just |ike hone."

They coul d see the coast now, extending into the distance to the north
and south, the rainforest running frombeaches to nountains. "This island nuch
bi gger than Alual u."

"It's not an island." Tuck realized that Mlink had never wal ked nore
than a mle without having to turn. "Your people will be fine."

"Are there sharks here?"

"A lot of sharks," Tuck said.

Mal i nk nodded. "My people will be fine." He was quiet for a minute, then
said, "WII you cone with us?"
"I don't think so, Chief. 1"'mgoing to be in a lot of trouble when we

land. "

"But didn't Vincent tell you to do this?"

"Sort of. Why?"

Malink sat back with a self-satisfied smle. "You'll be fine."

An alarmwent off in the cockpit and Tuck scanned the instrunents to see
what had gone wrong. The red air collision warning lights were flashing. Tuck
scanned the sky for another plane, then, seeing nothing, put on the headset to
see if the Palmar tower could tell himwhat was going on

Bef ore he could key the nmi ke someone said, "Darlin', I'll be whitewashed
if stink don't follow you like a manure wagon in summer." A famliar, nelodic
Texas drawl, probably the sweetest sound he had ever heard.

"Mary Jean," Tuck said. "Were are you?"

"Qut your wi ndow at el even o' clock."

Tuck | ooked up and saw a brand-new pink Qul fstreamrunning parallel to
t hem

"If you'd a been wearing your headset, you would have known | was here
fifteen m nutes ago."

"What are you doi ng here?"

"Jake called me fromHawaii and told nme what you was doing. W cooked up
alittle plan. I'mgonna get your tail out of the fire one last tine, Tucker



Case, but you owe ne."

"Boy, have | heard that before."

"Do you renenber the corporate address in Houston? The numnber?"

"Sure."

"Well, you dial that up as a frequency and |I'Il give you the skinny. It's
unl adyl i ke to broadcast your personal matters over the same frequency the
tower's using."

They were Lying in the jungle near the runway when the Learjet |anded.
Sebastian left Beth sl eeping under some banana | eaves and crawl ed to where he
could see. The jet taxied to the gate and stopped with the engines stil
runni ng. The guards came out of different buildings and converged on the
pl ane. They'd stacked duffel bags near the gate.

"What's going on?" Beth crawl ed up behind him The effects of the Valium
wer e obvi ously wearing off.

"I think they're | eaving."

"Not without us, they're not. | amthe Sky Priestess and | won't all ow
it." She started to get up and Sebastian pulled her back down.
"They were conming to kill us, Beth. You were out."

"Right. If you ever drug ne again --

"You're insane,"” he said.

She reared back to slap himand he caught her hand. "Keep it up, Beth.
I"'mtelling you that if they find us, they'll kill us. Do you understand
t hat ?"

"They're grunts. | won't..."

Suddenly there was a huge explosion fromacross the runway and they
turned to see a mushroomof fire rising fromwhere the clinic used to be.

The guards had | oaded onto the jet and Nonura was taxiing to the end of
t he runway.

The guards' quarters went off next, then the hangar, the barrels of jet
fuel throwing a columm of flame five hundred feet in the air.

"Where did they get explosives?" Beth said. "Did you know t hey had
expl osi ves?"

"They' re destroying the evidence,’
["msure."

The Learjet started its run for takeoff as Sebastian's bungal ow went off
like a fragmentation grenade, followed by Tuck's old quarters and Beth's
bungal ow. Fire rai ned down across the island.

"My shoes! Al of ny shoes were in there. You bastards."” Beth pulled away
from Sebastian and ran out on the runway just as the Learjet passed.

"You rotten bastards!"”

The Sky Priestess stood in the mddle of the runway and screanmed hersel f
mute as the Lear disappeared into the clouds.

Sebastian said. "Orders from Japan

66
If They'd Only Had Her at the Al anp

Mary Jean brought the pink GQulfstreamin right on the tail of the 747.
Tuck kept the speed over eighty in the taxi, turning it away fromthe
term nal, where police jeeps and a hundred men in riot gear waited. He also
noti ced a hal f-dozen TV news trucks there as well.

"Ladi es and gentl enen, welcone to Costa Rica, the new home of the Shark
Peopl e. The tenperature outside is 85 degrees and it's clear that things are
going to get ugly. | hope everybody's ready."

The police jeeps were speeding across the tarmac toward the two jets.
Mary Jean fumed the Gulfstreamso that it was facing back toward the runway.

Tuck turned to Malink. "Were's Roberto?"



Mal i nk poi nted up. Roberto hung fromthe handl e of the energency hatch
There was a spring-loaded spool of steel cable attached to the ceiling next to
the hatch. "Mary Jean, you ready?"

"Sweet heart, we'd better git while the gitten's good. W stirred a
honmes' s nest out here."

Tuck grabbed Roberto and stuffed himinside his shirt. "Stay," he said
Then he opened the hatch and | ooked back at Malink. "I have to go now. "

Mal i nk took Tuck in his big arms and squeezed until the bat screaned.
"You will cone back."

"I'f you say so, Chief." Tuck flipped the intercomsw tch and picked up
the headset. "Go!" he said and clinbed up into the hatch

The six doors on the 747 all sprung open at once and the yel |l ow energency
slides inflated and extended to the ground as if the jet was a huge insect
suddenly growing | egs. The Shark People piled down the enmergency slides and
Mary Jean spooled up the @ul fstream for takeoff.

Tuck clinmbed onto the roof and reached back into the hatch for the | oop
of nyl on webbing that attached to the spool of cable. The police jeeps were
pulling up on the sides of the two jets; men with rifles stood in the back
trying to figure out what they should be shooting at. The Shark People crowded
in between the jets, naking a human corridor. Tuck took a deep breath and
| eaped off the top of the junbo jet. The spring-loaded coil of cable did
exactly what Boeing had designed it to do: it lowered the pilot safely to the
ground from four stories up. Once on the ground, Tuck ran under the cover of
t he Shark People and | eaped into the open door of the Gulfstream "CGo!" he
yel | ed.

The Shark Peopl e scranbled away and Mary Jean rel eased the ground brakes.
The jet shot forward. Tuck slanmred the door and got to the cockpit just as a
jeep swerved out of the jet's path and flipped over

"Don't try to play chicken with me, snotnose,"
knew James Dean his own self."

"Think they' Il let you get this thing in the air?"

“I'd like to see "emtry to stop ne."

The police jeeps seened to part for the jet as it headed back to the
runway. For all the guns there, no one seened interested in firing a shot.
Tuck | ooked back and saw t he Shark Peopl e waving as Mary Jean nade her takeoff
run.

Mary Jean said grimy. "I

VWen they were airborne, she said, "Tucker Case, when you nmeke a
turnaround, boy, you don't do it half-tw ddle, do you?"

Tuck laughed. "Did you really know James Dean?"

"Sounded good, didn't it?" She fumed to him Not surprisingly, her makeup
was done perfectly to conplement her outfit and the Gulfstream s headset. She
let out alittle yelp. "Tucker, there's a varmnt in your shirt."

"That's Roberto,"” Tuck said. "He no like the light."

"Darlin', if | had a face like that, 1'd gravitate toward dimand unlit
territories nyself. Remind me to give your friend a sanple of our new
depilatory."

"What was that all about back there?" Tuck asked.

"Heroics, son. | told you on the phone, | believe in redenption and

thought it was tine | practiced what | preached. Were they really selling
t hose poor heat hens' organs?"

"Beg your pardon, Mary Jean, | really do appreciate the rescue, but don't
bul I shit me. Any one of those cops could have shot out the tires of this plane
and we'd still be on the ground.”

She smled, a knowing smle with a hint of mschief, the Mina Lisa in a
big blond wig. "Media event, son. You'd be surprised howfar a little palm
grease goes in the Third Wrld. Wy, | couldn't buy the nmedia coverage ny
conpany's going to get on this with a year's profits. And of course you're
going to reinburse nme for the bribes. Jake says you'll be able to. The tax
boys frown on taking bribes as a deduction. Although we could take it as
advertising expense. Never mind, you don't owe ne nothing."



"So that's the only reason you did it, the media coverage?"

"I was shabby to you, Tucker. Not that you didn't deserve it, but I
wasn't feeling so good about nyself for doing it. | always kinda | ooked at you
like ny wayward little lanmb. Course, I"'mfromcattle folk."

Tuck smiled. "Whatever. Where are we goi ng?"

"Little place of mine in the Cayman |Islands. Jake's going to neet us
there with your little friend."

67
The Canni bal Tree Revisited

The Sky Priestess awoke with a terrible pain in her head. She coul dn't
feel her arms or |egs, and something was cutting her between her breasts. She
and the Sorcerer had been living in the deserted village for two weeks. The
| ast thing she could renenber was the Sorcerer going into the dark for nore
firewood and hearing a thud. Wen he didn't answer her call, she had gone to
| ook for him

She opened her eyes and blinked to clear her vision. The world seened to
be spinning and for a second all she could see was a green blur that was the
jungle. Then things popped into focus. She was slowy fum ng at the end of a
coconut fiber rope, suspended six feet above the ground. The harness was
digging in between her breasts and cutting off the circulation to her |inbs.
She lifted her head and saw an ancient native tending a | ong earthen oven that
was spouting snoke fromeither end. The Sorcerer's clothes were piled nearby.

The old native | ooked up and anbl ed over to her on spindly |legs. There
were chicken feathers stuck in his hair and his eyes had a rheuny yell ow cast
to them

He grinned at her with teeth that |ooked as if they had been filed to
points, then reached up and pinched her cheek. "Yum" he said.

Epi | ogue

Due to the influence of Mary Jean Dobbi ns, who opened a manufacturing
plant in the capital, and a large | and purchase by an anonynous buyer, the
Shark People were accepted as Costa Rican citizens and their |and was set
aside as a national reserve. Mlink remai ned chief for nmany years, and when he
became too old to carry the responsibility--since he had no sons--he appointed
Abo his successor. Abo learned to preside over the cerenonies in honor of
Vincent and led the prayers for his return, for they all believed that he
woul d return, but as tinme passed and history grew to | egend, they believed
that this time Vincent would return in a pink jet and at his side would be the
prophet Tuck--who had delivered themfromthe Sky Priestess--and the great
navi gator Kim, wthout whom it was said, the prophet Tuck couldn't find his
ass with both hands.

Every norni ng before breakfast, Tucker Case wal ked his bat on the beaches
of Little Cay. Actually, the bat flew on those nornings. Tuck usually flew in
the afternoons. He owned a five-passenger Cessna that he tied down on the
airstrip next to the small house where he and Sepie lived. Wth what was |eft
of his half of the noney fromthe Sw ss bank accounts--after buying the house
and the plane and ten thousand acres of Costa Rican coastal rainforest, which
he gave to the Shark People--Tuck was able to buy Sepie a satellite dish and a
thirty-two-inch Sony Trinitron, which was all she asked for besides his |ove,
loyalty, and that the bat stay out of the house. Tuck gave her what she
want ed, was synpat hetic when she grieved for Kim, and in return asked her to
love him respect him and to turn down "Weel of Fortune" when he was doing



hi s books.

He chartered his plane out to fishermen and scuba divers who wanted to
i sl and-hop and made enough nmoney to keep themin food and Sepie in perfune,
lipstick, and Wonder Bras, the latter a new obsession she had picked up and
nore often than not the only item of clothing she ever wore.

One norning, just before sunrise, after they had been on Little Cay for a
year, Tuck spotted a figure standing alone on the beach. He knew who it was
bef ore he was cl ose enough to see him He could feel it.

As he got closer, he |looked at the sharp dark features, the flight suit
shot with starch and free of winkles, and he said, "You | ook pretty good for

a dead guy."
Vi ncent took a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket pocket, tapped one
out, and lit it. "You did good, kid. 1'd have to call it even."

"The least | could do," Tuck said. "But can | ask you a question?"

"Shoot, " said Vincent.

"Way' d you do it?"

"I didn't do anything. | didn't nmove a thing, | didn't touch a thing,
didn't change a thing. Believers do everything."

"Come on," Tuck said. "I deserve a straight answer."

The flyer fumed away for a nmonment and | ooked at the corona over the water
where the sun was about to rise.

"You're right, kid. You do. You renenber that speech the dame gave you
about | osers doing good on islands because there's no conpetition?"

"Yes."

"Well, it ain't the case. Islands are like, you know, incubators. You got
to start things and et emgrow. Isolate '"em That's why all your |oony-toon
cult guys have to get their people out in the boonies somewhere where no one
can talk any sense into 'em Just nod if you're gettin' any of this, kid.
Good.

"Well, | had this bet with these guys | play cards with that nmy little
cult could go big-tine if | could get enough citizens. |I told "em 'Two
t housand years ago you guys were just running cults. Get ne to the mainland
and give ne a thousand years and I'Il give you a run for your noney.' AU the
conditions were right. You need sone pressure, | got the war. You need a
prom se, | got the promise I'll cone back with cargo. |I'mon easy street. Then

this crazy dame and the doc cone along and start selling ne up the river and
I"'mthinking it's my chance to make the bias. You' ve got to have sone bad guys
SO your citizens can recogni ze who the good guys are, right? So | says to
nmysel f, "Vincent, it is tine you got yourself a Mdses. Get a guy who can get
your people out of trouble and give them sone stories to build a reputation
on." "

"And that was me?" Tuck said

"That was you."

"Wy me? Why did you pick ne?"

"You weren't busy."

"And that was it? | wasn't busy?"

"Face it, kid, you were flying with full flaps down. You know t hat
sayi ng? "The devil makes work for idle hands."

"Yes."

"It's true, but only if he gets there first. He didn't even want you, so
| showed. "

"What about Kim ? Why?"

"He al ways wanted to be the great navigator, now he is. Don't feel too
bad for him the kid died for love."

"So are you going to screw up the rest of ny life?"

"You ain't got it so bad. It ain't like you have to go into the desert
for forty years. Wat are you worried about ?"

"Yeah, |'m happy now, but is it finished?"

Vincent butted his cigarette in the sand. "That kind of depends on what
you believe, doesn't it, kid?" He began to fade as he wal ked down the beach



"Don't do anything | wouldn't do."

Tuck watched as a sailing canoe materialized on the beach. Kinm was at
the tiller and waved as Vincent clinbed into the front of the canoe. Tuck
waved back even as the canoe dissolved to mist, then he wal ked hone to have
breakfast with Sepie. He stopped at the door to wi pe his feet and Roberto
| anded with a thud agai nst the screen, digging his claws in to keep from
sl i ppi ng.

"Boy, I'mglad all that supernatural stuff is over," the bat said.

Afterword and Acknow edgenents

My approach to research has al ways been: "Is this correct or should | be
nore vague?" A quick word search of one of ny books reveals that | use the
term "ki nda-sorta" nore than any living author. My readers, who are the
ki ndest and nost intelligent people in the world, understand this. They know
that using ny books as a reference source is tantamunt to using gl azed
doughnuts as a building material. They know that these pages serve the nasters
of goofiness, not those of accuracy. So..

VWil e sone of the locations in Island of the Sequi ned Love Nun do exi st,
| have changed them for ny conveni ence. There is no island of Alualu, nor do
t he Shark People exist as | have described them There are no active cargo
cults in Mcronesia, nor are there any canni bals. The position of nispel did
exi st in Yapese culture but was abandoned al nost a hundred years ago. A strict
caste systemstill exists on Yap and the surroundi ng islands, and the
treatment of Yapese wonen is portrayed as | sawit. My decision to nmake the
"organ smuggl ers" Japanese was dictated by geography, not culture or race.

Most of the information on cargo cults comes, secondhand, from
ant hr opol ogi cal research done in the Ml anesian |Islands. | have found since
finishing Island of the Sequined Love Nun that the "Cannibal - Spain Theory" was
first postulated in Paul Theroux's book The Happy |sles of Cceania, and | mnust
give a jealous nod to M. Theroux for that twi sted bit of thinking. The
i nformati on on M cronesi an navi gati on and navi gators comes from St ephen
Thomas' s wonderful book The Last Navigator. My depiction of the shark hunt
cones froma story told to nme by a high school teacher on Yap about the people
of the island of Fais, and | have no idea whether it is accurate. The
day-to-day life on Alualu, with the exceptions of the religious rites and
outright silliness, comes fromny experience on the high island of Mg Mbg in
the Uithi Atoll, where | had the privilege of living with Chief Antonio
Tai thau and his famly. Many thanks to Chief Antonio, his w fe, Conception,
and his daughters, Kathy and Panel a, who saw that | was fed and who pulled ne
out of the well that | fell in after too much tuba at the drinking circle.

Al so, thanks to Al onzo, ny Indiana Jones kid, who followed ne around and nade

sure | didn't get killed on the reef or eaten by sharks and who | forgive for

letting me fall down the well. Many thanks also to Frank the teacher, Favo the
elder, Hllary the boat pilot, and all the kids who clinbed trees for ny

dri nki ng coconuts.

| also owe a debt of gratitude to those people who hel ped me get to the
outer islands: Mercy and all the Peace Corps Vol unteers on Yap, Chief |ngnatho
Hapt hey and the Council of Tamil, and John Lingmar at the Bureau of Quter
I sland Affairs on Yap, who educated me about |ocal custons, gave perm ssion
and nade arrangenments. Also to the people of Pacific Mssionary Air, who got
me there and back and answered ny questions on flying in the islands.

Thanks to the Anericans | net on Truk: Ron Smith, who | oaned ne his
di ving knife, and Mark Kanpf, who gave ne his sunscreen, Neosporin, and duct
tape, all of which saved ny life. (Research Rule .1: Never go to an
undevel oped island w thout duct tape and a big knife.)

Here in the States, thanks goes out to the follow ng people:

Bobby Benson, who told me about Mcronesia in the first place.

Gary Kravitz for volum nous information on aircraft and flying.



M ke Ml nar for nore pilot stuff as well as patient explanations of
conput er and conmuni cati on technol ogy.

Donna O'tiz, who gave nme the phrase, "you're just a geek in a cool guy's
body" (and | have no idea who she was tal ki ng about at the tine).

Dr. Alan Peters for nedical information

Shel |l y Lowenkopf for supplying out-of-print books on cargo cults.

Jim Sil ke and Lynn Rat hbun for drawi ngs and maps.

lan Corsan for advice on equi pnent and how to survive in the tropics.

Char |l ee Rodgers, Dee Dee Leichtfuss, Liz Zienska, and Christina Harcar
for careful readings and hel pful suggestions.

Ni ck Ellison, my agent and friend, for helping to keep the wolf fromthe
door while | wote.

Rachel Klayman and Chris Condry, my editors at Avon Books, for their
confi dence and support.

And nmost of all, my thanks to novelist Jean Brody, who took the tinme from
her own witing to do a line edit on Love Nun

VWile all the above people helped in the research and witing of this
book, none of them are responsible for the liberties | took with the
i nformati on they gave nme. Wen in doubt, assune that | made everything up
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