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MINOTAUR




Minotaur


	
Classical mythology. A monster, the
offspring of Pasiphae and the Cretan bull, that had the head of a
bull on the body of a man: housed in the Cretan labyrinth, it was
fed on human flesh until Theseus, helped by Ariadne, killed it.



	
Any person or thing that devours or
destroys.





—Random House Dictionary of the English
Language

 



Cast of Characters

LUCAS McIVER, M.D. Born in the hills of
Kentucky, trained in the tradition of rough justice, he owes his
life and vocation to

DR. VIOLA PURKEY, mentor and surrogate
mother. Now an adventurer, a humanitarian, and an international
fugitive, McIver is accompanied everywhere by

"THE LEPRECHAUN," a gentleman thief and
would-be Shakespearean actor. Together McIver and the Leprechaun
are constantly pursued by

BUFORD ELLINGTON, crippled patriarch of a
rich Kentucky clan, and

BLAIZE ELLINGTON, his Harvard-educated
daughter. Blaize has dedicated her life to hunting down and killing
Lucas McIver, whom she saw shoot her beloved older brother,

JORDAN ELLINGTON, when Blaize was twelve
years old. Blaize has been well-trained in her lethal quest for
revenge by

PARD RANDOLPH, an oil-rich Texan with a
colorful military career behind him. Another very wealthy man,

THE MARQUIS DE RIENVILLE, has befriended
Blaize in her search for the elusive McIver. His only daughter,

ELIZABETH ROGER DE RIENVILLE, died
tragically and mysteriously one day after her wedding to

ARGYROS COULOURIS, aging head of a powerful
Greek family with deadly troubles of its own: the entity known as
MINOTAUR. While MINOTAUR threatens from without, Argyros struggles
with ambitious family members seeking power:

THEOS MELISSANI, whose dying father is a
long-time associate of Argyros Coulouris. Theos's chief ally is

PLATO MELISSANI, his older brother,
physically powerful but with the sensibilities of a poet. A cousin
of the Melissani brothers,

KRIS ARAVANIS, is close to his Uncle Argyros
and has his own ambitions, but plays a solitary game. Within the
family Kris alone has taken the trouble to befriend

JOANNA COULOURIS, the only child of Argyros.
She is socially inept and deeply traumatized by her father's lack
of affection for her. Sexually promiscuous, her acquisitions
include

AXEL STROH, scion of a wealthy German
family; his macabre and twisted passions match Joanna's.

DEMETRIOS CONSTANTINE ARAVANIS, also related
to the Coulouris family, has gone his own way and achieved
distinction as a scientist. He has made a discovery that MINOTAUR
desires to possess at any cost, even if it means the deaths of

OURANIA ARAVANIS, his wife, and

NIKO, their adopted son, a strange but
unnaturally gifted child with emerald-green eyes who alone holds
the key to the labyrinth of tragedy and revenge in which dwells
Minotaur.

 



Part One

ATE

There is nobody who is not dangerous
for someone.

—Madame de Sevigne

 



Chapter 1

Berze la Ville and

Arles,
France

At five-fifteen in
the morning, when he went downstairs in the cabinetlike
ascenseur to have breakfast, there was just enough light
outside the Chateau du Chatelin for the Marquis de Rienville to see
that it was going to be a fine, misty morning, not too wet or foggy
for his horses—particularly the horse—to work well.

He had slept his usual two and a half hours,
retiring after midnight and arising at four to place a call to
Australia, where he maintained a stable and his main hope for the
Melbourne Cup, the fleet but emotionally erratic Pagan Shield. The
report from the trainer of the four-year-old Irish Cup winner was
encouraging; a slight malformation on the left foreleg had proved
to be not serious, merely a bruise that was responding well to
treatment. After the call, he dictated notes for the day's
business, which would be transmitted to his offices on five
continents when his secretaries arrived for work at
seven-thirty.

The Marquis, who was nearing seventy years of
age, had the diffident stoop and slight shuffle of an old family
servant; wounds he had suffered while on bombing missions for the
Free French during World War Two had caused a perceptible wasting
of the muscles on the right side of his face, a quilting of the
skin and flesh. But when he raised his head, smiled his hairline
smile, he had the icy charisma of a Fer de Lance. He was dressed
for the stables: riding boots and a cashmere hacking jacket with
suede patches. He expected no company for his frugal breakfast and
was pleasantly surprised to see that Blaize Ellington had preceded
him to the garden room, which he favored in the morning, to watch
the sun rise and break through the thick, churning mists that
inevitably hovered over his Mficonnais estate at this time of the
year.

"Bonjour, M'sieur le Marquis," she
said, looking back at him over one shoulder, not smiling. But then
he couldn't recall ever having seen her smile.

"Please call me Alex, my dear," Rienville
reminded her, clearing his throat as if he were about to lose his
voice. Rienville was four decades her senior but still he was
stimulated, perhaps awed by her physicality, the aggressive nature
of her beauty. She was tall, in stout hiking shoes standing just
under six feet. A bulky long sweater and loose-fitting men's
military fatigue trousers couldn't disguise the rawboned look of
her, a legacy of her Kentucky forebears, who themselves came of
excellent Scots-English stock.

She had hair like a wild horse's mane,
mahogany-toned and nearly as deshabille. Her eyes,
arrestingly wide in her large, almost classically English face,
were a simmering, sultry olive color. Her mouth he would have died
for at a like age (she was, perhaps, twenty-eight). It was a full
mouth, sulky and demanding. Her high coloring denoted temperament;
or perhaps she was host to sudden fevers of discontent, unexplained
frustration. Her long nose had a charming bump and her eyebrows
were heavy but shaped—so she had some vanity, although she seemed,
during the brief time they'd been acquainted, artless, unaware of
her sensual appeal. There was about her a prematurely old, bitter
and sterile quality that reminded the Marquis of his late sister.
Who, unfortunately, had been a lesbian. He somehow doubted this was
true of Blaize, but the possibility saddened him.

There was another thing that Rienville found
disquieting, even neurotic, about his visitor from Kentucky: Blaize
Ellington carried a gun.

She was wearing it now ("packing" it, the
Marquis thought; he had a good grasp of colloquial English and was
a fan of the Louis L'Amour Western novels) in a holster on her
belt, and the substantial lump of the handgun was obvious beneath
her hip-length sweater. He would have to ask her about that. Surely
she didn't feel endangered in his domain. . . .

For now, Blaize Ellington was preoccupied
with the peculiar apparatus strapped to her lower left leg. Upon
entering the garden room, Rienville had found her with her foot up
on a window seat, her aluminum hand crutch leaning nearby. She was
making adjustments in the straps of what looked like a hockey
player's shin guard.

"May I ask what that is?"

"Sure." She tossed her hair back from her
face. "Come have a look." She waited with her trouser leg rolled
above the knee. "This gadget is called a Bi-Osteogen System. Around
the tracks at home, the vets use it too; they just call it 'the
boot.' "

"Oh, yes. I do remember seeing one like it.
Shively was applying it to the fractured cannon bone of Galway
Squire before the Royal Ascot."

With a long finger Blaize tapped the shield
protecting her shinbone. "Inside the boot there's a device that
creates a pulsating, timed electric current that travels through
the leg and the bone. I wear the boot a couple of hours a day. It
speeds up the healing process, particularly where there's a
difficult fracture, an oblique crack like mine. But sometimes those
never heal all the way."

"You're young; you will mend," Rienville
said, admiring her leg, the length of her hand, the unadorned
fingers. "You were wearing that awkward cast when we met at the
Keeneland sales this summer."

Blaize nodded, rolled down the trouser leg
over the boot and straightened, carefully putting weight on her
left foot.

"I broke the leg almost a year ago. The horse
took a spill. Serves me right for falling in with the Iroquois Hunt
crowd again. Hell, I hadn't ridden jumpers since my school days. I
don't know what I was thinking about, I couldn't have been
that bored."

No, she didn't smile; but her mouth was
capable of humorous, self-deprecating moues. Then she shook
her head despairingly, a grandiose gesture. She had the flair of
many fondly remembered stage actresses Rienville had possessed. Her
cheeks flushed. She was annoyed with herself, thinking about the
accident.

"A whole year lost," she said.

Lost? Rienville thought. But she was
so young. That look of crucifying frustration again, the sterility
creeping into vibrant, desirable young flesh. Hostage to monomania.
But what was she pursuing? Or what pursued her?

Breakfast arrived on a rolling cart. They
were served on an unimaginably valuable table of solid Baccarat
crystal. Blaize knew what it was and praised it extravagantly, just
as she praised the other treasures that had been in this room or
another of the chateau for countless years, excluding those times
when it had been necessary to hide them from invaders. There were
medieval tapestries and Claude landscapes on the walls,
gold-encrusted Sevres porcelain on the table. But of course she
would know and appreciate fine things. It was a humble state,
Kentucky, except for those individuals who had made fortunes
harvesting tobacco or taking coal out of the ground, and other
fortunes breeding the world's best racehorses. Ellingtons had done
both, with huge success. They were richer than he, and the Marquis
de Rienville couldn't say how much his family was worth. They'd
been well-off even before becoming involved in the grain business
in the year of the Great Hunger in Ireland. Money had ceased to
matter to the family long before he was born, and it didn't matter
now, despite the stringencies imposed on the wealthy by the new
regime in Paris. Wars and politicians came and went, but great
fortunes were invulnerable. Rienville, and a very few men like him,
had more power than the president of France or almost any nation
one cared to name.

In measurement of power, the Marquis de
Rienville was a pillar of flame, and Buford Ellington of Kentucky
was a homely bonfire.

"You surprised me by being up so early,"
Rienville commented, watching with a feeling of envy as his guest
tore through a hearty Burgundian breakfast that his weakened
digestive tract couldn't cope with. He made do with brioche, pale
coffee, a teaspoon of confiture de groseilles.

"I don't sleep much. Insomnia. Besides, I had
something to look forward to."

"More coffee?"

"No, thank you, Alex." She sat back, looking
contented, even sated. There was a gleam in her eye, and a gleam of
light at the casement windows, striking fire in a bubble in the
glass. Rienville smiled and nodded to one of the servants waiting
silently in the room. The table was cleared.

"Good!" Blaize said, not waiting for
assistance in rising from the table. Her crutch was handed to her.
She leaned on it. The injured leg, Rienville thought, was weaker
than she wished to acknowledge. She was pushing herself, looking
for any sort of treatment that would heal her faster, make her
whole again. She looked at him as he rose and signaled for the rest
of his stable gear to be brought to him.

"Time to see my baby," Blaize said.

"You mustn't expect too much," Rienville
cautioned. "After all, we've had him for only a few months."

"But it's happening," she prompted. "He's
already showing that he's more horse than you bargained for."

Rienville smiled again. "You will judge for
yourself."

A Mercedes limousine was waiting for them in
the auto courtyard. Rienville had added a walking stick, a soft
fedora and a full tweed cape to his outing attire, protection
against the raw morning air. But Blaize seemed not to notice the
November weather. She was nearly quivering with energy.

The stylish black and gold Excalibur she had
driven from Cap Ferrat the previous evening was parked a few feet
away on the cobblestones. She had arrived alone. She was not
married. The very wealthy young women invariably traveled with
entourages to protect them, mostly from boredom. He could not
imagine Blaize Ellington as part of an entourage. She was a classic
loner, although, from what he'd seen of them together, obviously
devoted to her father. Enthralled by him, perhaps. It might explain
the way she was.

There could not be, however, a suitable
explanation for the weapon. No need for it here. His security was
unobtrusive but first-rate.

Rienville had a good look at the handgun as
Blaize got into the Mercedes ahead of him, her sweater riding up
over the holster. He was offended by it, and wary. Did the gun
indicate something aberrant in her nature, potentially dangerous?
He wasn't thinking of himself, but of his horses. This was no
discreet hideout pistol, a purse gun of .22 or .25 caliber. It was
a .45-caliber automatic; a single shot could destroy a large
animal. He would just have a word with one of the security detail
when they reached the barn. Then her every move would be closely
watched. If Blaize reached for her gun, it would be taken from her
before she could clear the holster with it.

Rienville settled back for the
two-and-a-half-mile ride to the racetrack he maintained on the
estate. They passed the estate vineyards, dormant following the
harvest of the Pinot Noir and Gamay grapes in late September; they
drove through autumnal pastures crowded with the white Charolais
cattle of the region. But despite the excellence of his wine and
beef, horses were Rienville's consuming passion. For a hundred
years his family had been preeminent in European racing. He talked
about his father, about Cup winners of a bygone era. Blaize
listened politely, but he could tell she wasn't interested. She sat
forward, almost on the edge of the seat they shared, ready to leap
out of the car.

He thought about their first meeting, at the
Keeneland yearling sales in July. A miserably hot day, even for
Kentucky in the middle of summer. The prize two-year-old, the one
all the owners had coveted, was Ellington Farms' High Drive, son of
the richly syndicated Soberano. The bidding quickly topped four
million. At that price, Rienville had his doubts; he was concerned
about the fragility of the sire, weaknesses that had cut short
Soberano's own racing career.

Instead, he bought two other yearlings of
substantial promise, leaving behind a million and a quarter for the
pair. He and his trainer, the elderly Jacques Mouraine, were
satisfied.

Blaize was not.

She cornered him at one of the cocktail
parties that followed the sales. Unkempt beauty, clumping sweatily
around under the tent on a dirty walking cast. Hair fit for
nestlings. But something about her attracted the attention of
almost every man there. Men she ignored.

"M'sieur le Marquis, I want you to buy
another horse."

Rienville was already dizzy from the parade
of horseflesh, morning to night, the endless perusal of catalogs,
the sales talks and the arguments with Jacques, tense bidding for
prize bloodlines. He smiled politely.

"His name is Blaize Two. After me. I'm Blaize
One." Her mouth twisted down at the corners. Not quite a smile.

Rienville recalled no such animal in the
catalog. She shook her head, noting the expression on his face.

"No, he wasn't offered at the sales. He's
been croupy and, well, my father thinks he doesn't make much of an
impression. Sort of a disgrace to the family name."

"What are his lines?"

"His father was Glitter Gulch. He won a
couple of stake races in Florida three winters ago. His mother—she
had just average speed."

"And what am I to pay for this paragon?"

"You have to look at him first. You and
Jacques."

"Indeed. I would have to look, if only I had
the time and the stamina. But I'm afraid—"

She hung around. She cajoled and then
insisted. She could be very stubborn. Not a quality he ordinarily
admired in women, but—Blaize Ellington was different. Almost
hypnotic in her intensity; or perhaps he was just tired, too tired
to resist. It would take only a half hour of his time, she assured
him.

"I know horses," Blaize said confidently. "I
know this one will run. Maybe faster than High Drive."

The analogy was perverse; but he sensed
Blaize Ellington was no fool. He was charmed, gradually, by her
tenacity. They rounded up Jacques and went to see the horse that
had not been at the sales.

At first glance he was depressingly chubby
for a two-year-old. And not long on personality. He totally ignored
the two Frenchmen. This didn't annoy them. Some of the best horses
were proud and aloof. Not that Blaize Two had anything to be proud
of. Perhaps, however, he was one of the exceptional mutations that
occur but rarely; something in the genes, something calculating and
intense, distinguished the truly superb horses from thoroughbreds
whose bloodlines had been watered down through incestuous breeding
patterns. What if he had the heart and machinelike will to win?
That would be significant. He also had to be able to run. But, to
some extent, running could be taught.

Blaize trotted him around a grassy paddock on
a long lead. In the glare of floodlights they saw his head go high,
observed solid muscle where it was most needed. He wheezed a
little, but that was from the recent sickness, Blaize assured
them.

"He's almost fully grained up," she said, but
they could see it for themselves, all the promise, the controlled
wildness out of the stall. Owner and trainer looked at each other.
"What he needs now," Blaize said, "is to run and run."

"I suppose we could talk to Buford,"
Rienville said.

"He's not my father's, he's mine. Talk to
me."

"What do you want for him?"

She was suddenly the hard bargainer. "Two
hundred fifty thousand."

"Oh, my dear," Rienville scoffed, and Jacques
rolled his eyes. "Vous voulez rire." Twenty minutes later
they had a deal for one hundred thousand dollars less, and within a
week Blaize Two was on his way to France.

Out of the car now, Blaize hobbled ahead
without apology to the shed row where Blaize Two was being led out
by his groom. Rienville walked more slowly, accompanied by one of
the armed security men at the track.

Blaize greeted her namesake ecstatically; he
deigned to recognize her. After four months' hard training the dark
bay looked bigger, leaner.

"He's a prince," she said. "He's ready to
win."

"Slowly, slowly," Jacques told her. "In the
spring, he will race. Now watch him."

The track was cuppy in places, slow, but
Blaize Two drove as hard as if he already sensed the hoofbeats of
competing thoroughbreds behind him. His time was encouraging, his
full potential still perhaps a year away.

Blaize lingered as the nerved-up, steaming
horse was sponged and rinsed; then, with a last sad good-bye, she
got into the Mercedes with Rienville. She looked suddenly played
out, as if she'd run as fast and as far as the bay.

"Was he worth coming this far to see?"
Rienville asked her.

"Yes! You'll be sure to let me know when he's
going to race.

"Certainly. For the present, you know you are
welcome to stay as long as you wish. Perhaps you will do some
riding yourself."

"Thank you, Alex. I can stay only a few more
hours."

"They will be most pleasant hours for me. We
are invited to join friends of mine for a shoot this morning on
their preserve, if you'd care for some sport. It would involve no
strain on your injured leg."

"You mean bird-hunting?"

"The wild red-legged partridge. One of the
most challenging of game birds."

"No, I'm sorry. I've never hunted with a
gun."

"But you have an affinity, it seems, for
firearms."

She raised her sweater to expose the holster
and canted butt of the automatic, which was finished in satin
nickel. The .45 appeared at a glance to have been extensively
modified; there were finger-groove grips in a beautifully grained
exotic wood.

"Are you talking about this?"

"Yes. I wonder why you carry it. The law
regarding concealed weapons is very strict in this country."

"The laws are strict everywhere." Blaize
shrugged and covered the pistol again. She had discovered early in
life that if there were enough money, almost any difficulty could
be smoothed over; and she had credentials. She was a nominal
employee of a licensed international arms dealer and a special
investigator for the Kentucky Bureau of Investigation, which
entitled her to an eighteen-karat gold badge and a carry
permit.

Blaize stared through a tinted window as they
approached the limestone chateau along an avenue of plane trees
with branches as knotted as macramé.

"What do you know about my family, Alex?"

"Very little."

"I had two brothers." Her eyes, almost always
expressive, petulant, had dulled and narrowed. "Both are
dead. Murdered by a man who seems determined to kill all of us. My
father. Me. But at his leisure. He wants us to suffer first; repent
of our supposed crimes against him. Is that reason enough for
this?" Briefly she touched the bulge of the sidearm.

"Reason not to travel unattended."

"Not to live at all?" Blaize shook her head,
eyes alight again, seething. "No man can do that to me!"

"Surely—measures could be taken—men can be
hired who will, let us say, permanently remove the danger that
seems to have scarred your life so tragically."

"Men have been hired. We've spent a fortune
trying to track him down."

"You implied that he is known to you."

"I think I must know more about him than
anyone living. But it isn't enough. Because—he's like a ghost from
hell. Elusive. I last laid eyes on him when I was twelve. Sixteen
years ago. The night he killed Jordan. But we'll find him. And when
I see him again—"

She didn't continue; a cancerous pain seemed
to take full possession of her. C'est la folie pure, he
thought, but Rienville was moved by her suffering; and he
understood the madness of obsession as well as any man. He reached
out to take her hand in his. Blaize sat with lowered head, silent,
seeing nothing but the scenes that haunted her. Sixteen years
ago. . . .

She was his guest; she was in his charge. He
devoted himself to diverting her. There was a tour, begun the night
before, of the chateau, which was as richly endowed with treasures
as any museum. The breadth of her knowledge of antiques astonished
Rienville. Her mother's influence, which had ended even before
Blaize graduated summa cum laude from Harvard. Not murder, but
influenza, had taken the asthmatic Bliss Ellington. The death of
Blaize's younger brother Lonnie had occurred two years ago, at the
hands of the unnamed family nemesis. Since then, Blaize had spent
part of the time with her father in Lexington, studied art and
archaeology in London, Athens and New York, roamed the world in
fear and anger. This morning everything she looked at was a
reminder of earthly mortality, impending disaster: Dionysiac
violence depicted in iconographs on a Macedonian interment krater;
the marred faces of saints, their stoned gazes just a little shy of
heaven; painted bronze vessels taken from ancient tombs.

The Shar-Pei puppies from one of the
chateau's kennels distracted her for a half hour or so, but by noon
Rienville knew he would not be able to keep her past lunch. There
were distances in her eyes; she had the urge to travel again, fast
and mindlessly, flaunting herself at Death.

"Where are you going?" Rienville asked
Blaize, as she settled herself behind the wheel of the Excalibur.
Earlier she had exchanged the boot for a cumbersome leg brace.

"Cap Ferrat, to return the car to Remy.
Before that I want to stop at an auction house on the Rue Dieuzaide
in Nimes—"

"M'sieur Rapho's? Be careful there, they are
swindlers."

"I always know what I'm buying," she said
firmly. "There's a gold bull's head I want for a friend in New
York. She collects them."

"Au revoir," he said, and kissed her.
He almost slipped then and called her "daughter," such was his
regard for her. "Try to come back."

"I'll try," Blaize said and was away
like the wind, her color high again, hair streaming in the pale
sunlight.

Blaize traveled
south along the Saone River to its confluence with the Rhone,
pausing to take the top down, reveling in the highly charged ride
on the N-6 autoroute to Lyon. From dour fall weather in southern
Burgundy, the sun turned brilliant as she drove through Provence
toward the sea; the air was noticeably milder. She seldom looked
back, and so she was not aware of the three automobiles that had
alternated in following her almost from the gates of the Chateau du
Chatelin. The roads were full of them, cars fast enough to match
her own: a butterscotch-colored turbocharged Porsche, a black Alfa
Romeo GTV 6 coupe and a pale-green Citroen sedan.

The bull's head she was looking for was no
longer available at the musty auction house, but the proprietor
told her where she might find another one, he would just make a
telephone call. . . .

The town of Gordes was an ancient place, once
largely abandoned, revived in the 1960s by Provençal artists
looking for inexpensive quarters. The buildings of the town rose
steeply from terraced, silver-green hillsides. A winding road
provided solitary access. There was a look of rain in the sky as
Blaize drove up the hill. She left the car on the road and,
reluctantly, feeling pain in her long-unexercised left leg, climbed
an interminable crooked flight of stone steps to the town
itself.

Several inquiries later, she arrived at a
shuttered house with stone gargoyles at the eaves. The wind had
risen, blowing leaves along the street. She was admitted to the
house by a white-haired servant whose features had been neutered by
age; the only clue to his sex were the trousers he wore beneath a
full-length black apron.

She waited in a room unfurnished except for a
bare library table with a brass-shaded lamp at one end. The house
had an air of poverty, of dispossession. It was cold. Her leg
ached. She wondered if she would eat tonight, and with whom. If she
would sleep, and with whom. She had trained herself not to think
about tomorrow.

A woman no more than four and a half feet
tall came into the room on slippered feet. Pink and green
bunny-rabbit slippers. She carried an object about the size of a
croquet ball, wrapped in layers of jeweler's cloth. She sat it on
the table and stood back.

"Greek," she said. "Very valuable."

Blaize grimaced noncommittally and unwrapped
the artifact. It was not, as she had been promised, a bull's head,
but the head of a calf. The style was Greek, of course, but—

She took time to look it over, although she
didn't really want it. Heavy enough to be pure gold, but only an
assay could determine that. After a while she found the artisan's
mark she had expected, turned to the woman who stood watching her
with unblinking avidity.

"I'd say mid-fourteenth century, the Papal
workshops in Avignon, copy of an original dating from about two
hundred B.C. In that sense only, it's Greek."

"Authentic. Valuable. Twenty thousand
francs."

"Horse puckey," Blaize said. "I'm not
interested."

The old servant explained a short cut to her
car. She was let out the back way. In the courtyard a loose shutter
was swinging rustily in the wind; a cat quick-walked across the
cobbles. Blaize walked slowly past a neglected garden. Thunder
provided an overture to the storm beginning to mass overhead. By a
dry fountain limbless statuary looked crudely menacing in the
half-light of dusk. A few big raindrops splattered down. Her hair
whipped around her face as she leaned on her crutch, adjusted the
weight of the tote bag hanging from her other shoulder and pushed
open the high iron gate, which was inclined at an angle toward the
courtyard.

Facing her was another long flight of steps
down the steep hill, with only a rickety iron-pipe railing for
support. Many of the stones were cracked, and pieces were missing.
It was growing dark quickly. The descent would have been difficult
even for someone with two sound legs. But to get to her car the way
she had come meant a much longer walk, and she was tired.

Blaize started down, carefully, right hand on
the railing. Rain came with a gust of wind, subsided. There was a
sullen flicker of lightning overhead. Five minutes, no more, and
the storm would break.

She had to stop. She was breathing hard. More
lightning, the flashes now vivid, at closer intervals. The steps
angled sharply right and out of sight. She had a glimpse of the
road below, through foliage. A van passed, moving slowly.

At her next step a piece of stone shifted,
teetered, almost throwing her headfirst down the steps. Blaize
clung to the railing and her crutch.

It was just no damn good; she was going to
have to retrace her steps, take the long route.

In a glare that caused her eyes to narrow she
looked up, and back.

Standing above her, on the top step, was a
young man wearing a bulky dark sweater, trousers and cloth cap, and
tinted eyeglasses so thick they resembled goggles. He was staring
at her. Before he faded with the fading of the light, she felt
something threatening about his stance, his silence, his magnified
gaze.

Thunder jolted her; without thinking she
started down again, hurriedly. At the next flash of lightning she
had to look around.

He was following, one measured step after
another.

Halfway down the tip of Blaize's crutch
caught in a crack and it was wrenched from her hand, went skidding
into a thicket. She clung to the railing to keep from falling.

The young man, methodical as ever, came into
view behind her.

Gasping, afraid now, Blaize hurried, pushing
through branches of olive saplings overhanging the steps, emerging
into a grotto in which the torso of a stone maiden faced her, a pot
of withering flowers atop the flattened head.

Thirty feet away, parked at a diagonal across
the narrow roadway, was the van she had glimpsed earlier.

Above her on the road, a Citroen sedan pulled
into view and stopped. Two more men, wearing the same odd-looking
glasses as her pursuer, got out and stood several feet apart,
watching her.

The sky cracked open above her head. Blaize
screamed unheard. The man in the cloth cap walked toward her across
the grotto; his right hand came up from his side and a stiletto
blade flashed into view.

Rain poured down as she backed away from
him.

And suddenly she was almost calm. There was
no thought of what she must do next; it had all been drilled into
her, hour after relentless hour, during the days and nights she had
spent training in the West Texas desert. With her left hand she
raised the sweater over the Bianchi leather on her belt; with her
right hand she drew the cocked and locked weapon, which she had
fired more than a thousand times.

The parts of the cut-down .45 ACP had been
accurized for precision shooting—less than two-inch groupings at
twenty-five yards—and tailored to her grip by Pard Randolph's team
of gunsmiths. The six cartridges in the magazine were low-pressure
rounds to reduce recoil. The muzzle velocity of a .45 is low,
expanding rounds of little value. What matters in self-defense
shooting, Pard had told her, is how big the holes are and how many
you can make in a hurry. Her brightly nickeled Colt was ideal from
both points of view.

Using the two-fisted combat stance Pard had
taught her, Blaize went for the breastbone and blew the
knife-carrier down from ten yards away. The sound of the pistol's
firing was muted by the deluge of rain and thunder. The discarded
casing was still in the air as she realigned herself for the next
shot. Two men advanced on her from the Citroen, one a few feet
ahead of the other. She hit him twice before he fell in a twisting
sprawl, and Blaize noted without emotion a jet of blood as she
lined up on the third man, who had turned tail and was running.
Lightning; she saw him cleanly against the low bulk of the car and
shot him between the shoulder blades at almost thirty yards. He
appeared to dive headfirst into the side of the Citroen.

She was still watching him when, out of the
corner of her eye, she saw the first man she'd shot sit up
laughing.

"Whoo-whee!" he said. "Ol' Pard was right.
You sure do know what to do with that thang, darlin'."

Blaize pivoted automatically to fire
again.

He held his hands protectively in front of
his face. "No, no!" he said. "Hey, once is enough. I'm dead,
you got me, no shit. Don't go shootin' me in the head, now, that'd
really smart."

"Smart?" Blaize echoed, her lips numb, her
face full of rain. She was tingling all over as if electrocuted,
but she continued to hold the pistol on him. Up the street, the
other men she'd potted were rising. She was more confused than
she'd ever been in her life. "What . . . is . . . going . . . on .
. . here?"

"Final exam," Pard Randolph said behind her.
"And you get a A-plus, honey."

Blaize puffed her cheeks, breathed out slowly
and lowered the pistol. She turned. Six feet six in his boots, with
a magisterial gut and a face that glowed in the dark. But he'd left
his Stetson behind, and rain was saturating his dyed blond
locks.

"Pard, you old buzzard," she said
tonelessly.

"Piss your pants?"

She hadn't noticed before; now she did. "What
does that get me? A C-minus?"

"We've all pissed our pants one time or
'nother." He put his arm around her and crushed her against his big
chest. "'Cause we've all been scared, like you was scared. But you
came through. Not just cut-outs this time. Men. As far as you knew,
it was real bullets you let fly. So I know now what I had to know.
I guess you know it too. By the by, the one with the knife there's
D.W., and this here's Hub and Paco comin' now."

"You bled," Blaize said to the man called
Hub.

He grinned and pulled up his thick sweater.
He was wearing a Kevlar vest beneath it; there was an expended
squibb charge taped to the body armor.

"Tried to make it as realistic as possible
for you, ma'am," he said in a pleasing Texas drawl.

"That you did. What was I shooting?"

Pard explained. "The usual 185-grain
Remingtons, with wax up front instead of JHPs. Just in case
something went wrong and somebody's head got in the way."

"And the glasses protected their eyes. How
long have you been following me around?"

"Oh, 'bout a week now. Had to be real careful
where we staged our shoot-out." Pard looked around. The rain had a
sting of ice in it; thunder boomed. They were alone in the road.
"Couldn't ask for a better place. Made the switch in ammo a couple
nights ago when you were sleepin'."

"I don't sleep."

"Occasionally you do doze off," Pard amended.
"And Paco here, he can steal a honeycake out from under a fly and
the fly'll never know it's gone."

Paco smiled and extended his hand. He had
wide shoulders and great teeth; Blaize wondered what else he was
good at.

"What say we get in out of the rain?"
Pard suggested. "Took the liberty of roundin' up hotel rooms for us
in Arles; figured you wouldn't want to drive on back to the Riviera
tonight after all the excitement."

It hit Blaize
halfway to Arles, while she was still shaking from the surprise and
the soaking she'd received; it hit her like a line of speed-laced
coke, and the high carried her through dinner with Pard.

Before then, she jabbered on the phone for
twenty minutes with her father in Lexington but couldn't remember
afterward half of what she'd said.

"I'm proud of you," Buford Ellington had told
her after, she described her speed and accuracy with the .45. "I
knew you had the stuff, little girl."

"Anything yet, Daddy? Any sign of
McIver?"

"We had him traced to Switzerland two weeks
ago, but he slipped out of the country again. I just have a feelin'
we're close. We'll find him, rest assured. Then I know I can leave
it up to you."

"Yes. Yes. I want you to leave it to me."

At dinner they celebrated with Pol Roger '71
at the little two-star Restaurant Chouinard, whose proprietor was a
longtime friend of Pard's from the days just after World War
Two.

Pard and M'sieur Benoit reminisced at length
about another well-known patron of the famous restaurant.

"Summer of '48 I guess it was," Pard said. "A
Sunday afternoon. Papa and I had been tyin' one on for most of the
week. He'd had a lot of bad reviews on his new book, you know how
it is with the literary types. Well, we was sittin' at that little
table right there by the door, and we saw a man comin' down the
street carryin' a dead horse. Big man, small horse, but still it
was what you'd call a pro-digious accomplishment. His knees
wobbled, his eyes was glazed, he was by-God pissin' sweat from
every pore. Papa and me made bets as to just how far the man would
get before he dropped, but he wouldn't quit. To this day I don't
know where he went with that dead horse . . . we was both too drunk
to follow him. But I know this: he was either the most dedicated
man I ever saw, or he was the craziest."

Pard sat chuckling at the memory, then
contemplated Blaize over the rim of his champagne glass.

"Might be what you call a cautionary tale.
Mean anything special to you, honey?"

"It's a good story."

"I mean, is that all it means?"

"I get you, Pard. Leave me alone, huh?"

He steepled his hands over his bulbous,
cheerful nose. "I've done everything your daddy asked of me,
Blaize. More. But I've come to feel responsible for you, What I
hope is, I haven't spent all this time trainin' the third victim in
the Ellington family."

"What do you want, Pard?"

"Just take care of yourself, and leave the
dirty work to the pros."

"I'm a pro now," she said.

Pard had managed to tone down her euphoria
only a little. She was still highballing when she returned to her
small suite at the hotel and, not unexpectedly, her second treat of
the evening.

Paco was everything she'd anticipated
earlier.

He got up off the bed as she closed the door
behind her. He was brown and hard and naked, except for a black
silk handkerchief that he'd knotted above his double handful of
balls. It might have made him look swish, but she knew what it was
for: to choke off the seminal vesicles so he could last all night
if necessary. Blaize moistened her lips as she looked him up and
down. Maybe she had finally found the man for her.

She had no pretense, no modesty. Her clothes
she discarded randomly; the reloaded pistol she placed, with the
hammer back, where it would never be far from her hand no matter
what she and Paco were doing to each other.

Apart from the handkerchief, he had no
devices. His hands were covered with the calluses of a karate
master. He had oiled himself. There were tiny drops of oil on the
black hair that feathered thickly over his ears and at the nape of
his neck. His newness, his musk, excited her. Standing toe-to-toe,
they mauled and kissed each other in the frenzy she had invited in
her undressing.

"Take me from behind," she gasped.

With Blaize mounted, they made a single
heaving shadow across the walls. And Blaize was transported . . .
to the breeding barn at Ellington Farms, where she had been
introduced at a tender age to the most primal of urges, heard the
steely screams of stallions and mares in rut, watched their
couplings. She remembered herself, little more than a child,
long-legged but flat-chested, beneath a burly fifteen-year-old
groom who was so frightened and intimidated by what they were
about, what she had insisted on, that he wouldn't remove his pants
and had scarcely pulled her own down far enough. But he couldn't
manage it, straining and prodding and hurting her, finality coming
on the inside of her thigh, coming in clotted spasms that were hot
on her skin, that seemed to burn there for many days afterward, no
matter how often and thoroughly she washed.

And she had wondered, gazing disappointedly
into his clenched sweat-streaked face, why she could not feel what
the young groom and her horses so obviously felt and enjoyed. The
thoroughbreds she admired and loved deeply, more than her father,
her mother, her brothers. Often she wished God had put her on earth
as a horse and not a human. Her body was pathetically frail next to
theirs, her two legs inadequate to carry her as swiftly as she
dreamed to run. . . .

Paco was sobbing. How long had they been
locked together?

"Madre . . . Madre . . . Madre de Dios,
estoy sufriendo! Let me come!"

On all fours, Blaize was motionless,
breathing hard, and he had frozen too, unable to endure the agony
of another stroke. She was coldly aware that it had gone, the hope
of orgasm vanishing behind the possibility of revitalization, while
Paco clutched her and moaned in his great need. She reached behind
her slowly, found an end of the knotted silk, pulled hard. The knot
came loose, releasing him from torture.

"I need to be alone," she said dispiritedly,
as soon as he was drained.

She lay curled on the bed, uncovered, while
Paco showered and dressed. He came near her once, jaunty, whistling
softly, smelling of generous applications of Paco Rabanne cologne,
but when she didn't look up or acknowledge him, though her eyes
were wide open, he took the hint and let himself out without a word
or meaningless familiarity in parting.

"Puta frigida," he said, almost under
his breath, as the door closed. Blaize understood the language, and
the epithet ("frigid bitch") perfectly, but she neither blinked nor
moved until, a little later, she became aware of the need to wash
herself.

Much later she switched on a table lamp and
sat next to it, a gold-latched Hermes case on her knees. She opened
the case, took out a thin red-leather folder.

Inside was all that was currently known of
the man who had killed her brothers. Some of the names he'd used,
the passports, the countries he'd traveled through. Reports from
half a dozen public and private investigative agencies.

Fraud. Con man. Thief. Killer.

Aided and protected by influential men as
twisted and depraved as he himself was, Dr. Lucas McIver had never
spent a day in jail anywhere.

Ten and a half single-spaced typed pages, all
that was known or alleged of his activities since he had fled
Kentucky in his teens. He was four years older than Blaize, having
just turned sixteen the night he viciously shot down Jordan at
Ellington Farms.

Only three photos of the undisguised McIver
existed. The most recent had been taken eighteen months ago: a
telephoto glimpse through the heavy wire enclosing the principal
military airfield of a West African nation, catching McIver as he
was about to board a twin-engine, French-built business jet. He was
hatless, looking back toward the camera. Six feet two and a half,
wide shoulders, a mountaineer's big frame. Long arms. His hair was
now dark brown. He'd been a strawberry blond, crew-cut, with a hard
face for a boy. His mother was a Youngblood: the Youngbloods had
the worst reputation for combativeness in southeast Kentucky. His
chin was still a bulwark of excessive pride, the violence-prone
hubris of the hills. In the photo, his eyes were shielded by
sunglasses, but she remembered them perfectly: light but dangerous,
gray as granite. Wild with hate.

Jordan, with the back of his head blown away,
lying there in the library, a fistful of blood and brains spattered
across the spines of rare editions that Buford Ellington had
collected. . . .

Killer!

Dr. Lucas McIver, who had taken the
Hippocratic Oath with blood already on his hands; who continued to
kill and enrich himself while supposedly serving the causes of
medicine.

How could he have fooled so many people for
so long?

The familiar saw-edged pain in her stomach,
Blaize hunched over in her seat, not taking her eyes off the recent
photo. Trying to see more of the man than the blurred exposure
permitted, to mystically perceive his thoughts.

A million and a half dollars spent to date.
They had come so very close before. Two attempts made to end his
life. Traps set by supposed experts. Both had failed, and after the
last attempt, Lonnie Ellington, age twenty-six, had been pulled
from a noxious khlong that flowed through a Bangkok slum. So
riddled with machine-gun bullets he was nearly chopped in half. And
McIver had disappeared from the city like a morning mist. . . .

Fuck you, Lucas McIver, fuck you. I'll fuck
you with this!

She came out of it aware that she was
brandishing the cocked .45 too near her face. And her finger was on
the sensitive trigger.

Blaize let out her breath a couple of
notches, lowered the hammer of the pistol with her thumb, put it in
snug leather and buckled it on, went out walking with her aluminum
crutch.

Three a.m. on Les Alyscamps, the Street of
Tombs. The night had cleared but was chilly. There were patches of
stars. Along the road, the cypresses swayed in a river wind. Les
Alyscamps was lined on both sides with broken tombs. In medieval
times, coffins were floated down the Rhone, corpses clutching money
for interment in Arles.

The last obstacle was out of the way. The
question of nerve.

She had only to find him.

An hour before dawn, when tradesmen were
coming into the streets, Blaize Ellington was still wandering, lost
in her own limbo, in the City of the Dead.

 



Chapter 2

Kyushu, Japan

"Tohru-san, please
pardon my interruption. But we will miss our flight to Tokyo, and
there is no other until after seven-thirty tonight."

In his closed study, Tohru Mukaiba heard but
perceived no importance in the words of his longtime secretary. His
left hand still rested on the receiver of the telephone, which he
had hung up more than a minute ago upon completion of the typically
terse call from his colleague in Greece.

Tohru Mukaiba was nearing eighty years of
age, but the mind of the Nobel laureate scientist had not weakened
with advanced age. Nor, despite certain infirmities one became
accustomed to in the course of time, was his body incapable of
withstanding the demands he made on it. He could still work around
the clock, exhausting younger men, be refreshed at prayers and
exercise, eat a frugal meal and continue his investigations for
another full day without serious fatigue.

Since the advent of Cirenaica, he had
maintained a killing schedule, afraid that he was working against
time.

The word that he had hastily printed, in
English, on the pad in front of him while he talked to Demetrios
Aravanis, confirmed this suspicion.

The word was "mutated."

Came the knock again.

"Tohru-san, your address to the conference is
scheduled for eight-thirty."

Ah, yes. The conference. Tohru Mukaiba,
temporarily dwelling on the news from the ancient world of
Cirenaica and the future this news proposed, wrenched his thoughts
back to the here and now. Representatives from twenty-three Asian
nations had been in Tokyo for three days, to be feted and lulled
and reassured by the multinational companies who largely controlled
the world's agribusiness that their technology and their
innovations and their monopolistic patents could only result in a
brighter tomorrow for all nations. Leave it to us, and we will
provide.

Such folly. And now the delegates were
awaiting him. His address, he supposed, with a slow pained smile,
was to be the highlight of the Conference. More assurances. More
platitudes.

Not tonight, my colleagues.

"What is it killing now?" he had asked
Aravanis, afraid of the reply, sensing the chilling answer even
before the word was spoken.

"I have called the airline," said Hijame
Ujihara outside his door. "They are willing to hold the flight only
so long, even for you, Tohru-san."

"It's all right. Please come in." He knew it
was important now, crucial, that he reach the conference as
scheduled. And to deliver the new address, the one he had not yet
written; given his reputation, given the evidence he could provide
at this point, his words might well be heeded beyond the confines
of his profession.

I do not wish to alarm you unduly, but—

He was on his feet when Hijame came in.
Despite the pressure of time, the secretary bowed and waited
silently. His eyes went to the full attaché case on Tohru's
tortoise-shell bamboo worktable. Tohru nodded. In a rush of nervous
energy, Hijame crossed to the table and closed the case.

"Your luggage is in the car. Will you be
needing anything else, Tohru-san?"

"Yes. All the research to date on Cirenaica
from the computer." He gave Hijame a file code number and Hijame
retrieved the floppy disk for him. Cirenaica itself was time-locked
in a cold-storage unit of a vault used solely for the confinement
of the rare, the deadly-prolific and the hitherto-unknown of the
microscopic plant world.

The cassette tape with dictated notes for his
upcoming speech was lying on Tohru Mukaiba's desk. The old man
dropped the cassette into a pocket of his tobacco-brown traveling
suit, nubby silk and years out of style. He seldom wore it anymore.
Too much to do, not enough time—not even for his beloved
grandchildren.

The sun was lying low across the waters of
Aria Kai Umi as they left the traditional wood-and-paper hilltop
house where Tohru lived and worked.

Just below lay the superb bamboo forest he
had begun more than thirty years ago. Six hundred and sixty two
varieties of bamboo flourished in the mild southerly climate of
Kyushu. For his work in bamboo herbal medicine Tohru had received
the Japanese Order of the Sacred Treasure, which meant even more to
him than his Nobel Prize. The variegated splendor of bamboo and the
terraces of mirror-perfect rice paddies reflecting pink-toned cloud
contrasted with the shabby old corrugated iron research buildings
and equipment sheds that lined the road down by the bay.

This part of the station, named for him,
wasn't much to look at; government support for his studies was
meager despite his eminence, and in order to keep the station
operating, he was forced to accept grants from several of the
corporations he had come to fear. But it had been his life's work,
and to give it up was unthinkable. Almost every day he resisted
both suggestions of retirement and offers from such megalithic
companies as Actium International and Masunobu to do modest
consulting work for handsome fees. What they wanted, of course, was
his endorsement for their suicidally ambitious projects, which in
turn were motivated by mindless greed.

They reached the airport, east of the city of
Kumamoto, as the setting sun was turning the peaks and smokes of
the nearby Aso volcanic range a brilliant mulberry red. They had
five minutes to spare. For most of the journey Tohru had been
silent, contemplative.

"Perhaps," he said to Hijame before they got
out of the chauffeured Nissan wagon, "we should schedule a news
conference to follow my address tonight."

Hijame was surprised. Tohru explained.

"I believe there may be questions, many
questions of interest to laymen, once I have spoken."

"But—there's so little time. And I know of
nothing in your address that requires explication."

"I am making a last-minute change in subject
matter."

"What—what will you be speaking of,
Tohru-san?"

"Blight," Tohru said mildly. "Plague. Global
catastrophe."

An official of All-Nippon Airways was at
curbside to assist them. The ancient Buddhist temple in Kumamoto
attracted many pilgrims, including a group of a hundred or more
monks in saffron robes who had just deplaned from a charter flight;
there was considerable crowding, shouting and confusion at the
entrance to the terminal. For holy men, they had the manners of
tyrants. Tohru received a buffeting that he endured with stoicism,
although he was unused to the dehumanizing press of his countrymen.
The combined efforts of the airline official and Hijame saw him
safely through to the gate and the self-contained ramp of the
Boeing 727.

There were only a few seats left on board. It
was a businessman's commuter flight. Nearly all the passengers were
reading high-tech newspapers or shuffling documents from their
briefcases. Tohru and Hijame were separated by several rows. The
plane left the gate as soon as Tohru had settled into his window
seat.

Once they were airborne, climbing steeply
away from the active crater of Aso and the streamers of fumarole
gas issuing from it, Tohru took from a gold case one of the three
cigarettes his doctor permitted him daily. He held it until the 727
reached its assigned altitude for the Kumamoto–Osaka leg of Flight
65 to Tokyo and the no-smoking sign was turned off.

When it was time, he relished the acrid
cigarette, reclining with his eyes closed against the late glare of
the sun magnified by the glass of the window by his head. He began
worriedly to plan the speech he would make in a few hours, but his
thoughts wandered; an annoyance. Perhaps it was time to meditate
instead.

After more than half a century of
practice he could meditate at any time, under any circumstances, in
the special place he had set aside in his mind. In the time it took
to recall one of the many poems he had composed as a young man, he
was there.

On a mountain, a tree

alone in the wind.

From broken branches

an eagle flies toward

the sun.

One after another, he called upon the colors
representative of the chakras of his physical self, gazed at his
mountain fastness through windows of red, orange, yellow, purple,
blue and green; and finally the color composed of all others, the
color of pure energy: brilliant, foaming white light that
ultimately surrounded him in his mind-mountain retreat, light that
poured into him through an imaginary funnel at the top of his skull
and quickly suffused every cell of his body. Revivifying,
energizing light.

When he returned from his meditation and
looked out the window again, Flight 65 was over the terraced
islands of the Inland Sea. The bay and port city of Hiroshima, an
earthbound constellation of lights, had come into view sixty
kilometers to the north. Hiroshima, where on the sixth of August,
1945, at eight-fifteen in the morning, the mushroom-cloud symbol of
an era of technology both lethal and wonderful had been visited on
the world. Hijame Ujihara still bore scar tissue on his body from
that atomic dawn, despite the many excruciating operations he had
endured as a young man.

Not too many years ago Tohru had accompanied
his grandsons to the reborn city of Hiroshima, the Peace Park
cenotaph and the skeletal memorial to holocaust, which drew throngs
of tourists and devout pacifists every year. Of course the boys
were too young to appreciate what they saw, what he had to tell
them about the war Japan had lost. It meant little to them; it was
ancient history.

From devastation and humiliation, with the
assistance of their conquerors, the Japanese had surged back,
staking their future on the brilliance of their scientists and
technicians, spending ten billion in fees and royalties for foreign
technology, stealing what couldn't be bought. From these resources,
they had built a different kind of juggernaut.

Now Japan was the world leader in robotics
and optical electronics. Forging ahead of the competition in
genetic engineering, semiconductors, energy research. Artificial
blood had been invented in Osaka. In modern plants industrial
robots worked around the clock assembling parts for still more
robots. His elder son, a software-company executive, lived in a
modern home in which everything, from his bedroom drapes to the
temperature of his sauna to the rice cooker in the kitchen, was
monitored and controlled by a microcomputer. His sons played
a vast assortment of video games on a different computer, spoke a
language of time warps and hyperspace drives.

Tohru thought of his own quiet childhood, of
the four hundred varieties of butterflies he'd collected, the ship
models he'd constructed of rush and reed, the poems painstakingly
brushed onto rice paper. But he had no quarrels with the
entertainment and marvels of this day. His only quarrel was with
the singlemindedness of a government obsessed by technology, with
giant companies thinking only of profits five years in the future
while ignoring all the signs that a famine of unprecedented
proportions could lie just ahead.

All the distant early warnings had sounded.
But Tohru was not pessimistic. He believed that, once the powerful
men of industry were fully aware of the danger, once they saw,
under stringently controlled conditions and through the use of
computer-constructed models, what the Cirenaica spore was capable
of, they would begin voluntarily to reverse policies and decisions
that had brought the world so close to disaster.

The first move, Demetrios Aravanis had
agreed, was up to him; and the forum was immediately available.

Tohru reached under the seat in front of him
for his briefcase. Growing heavier and heavier with each day. He
would need another one soon, if he felt compelled to carry so much
work wherever he went.

In the right-hand pocket of his suit coat he
groped for the cassette, which contained a record of everything he
had thought and observed about the spore since receiving his
portion of the core sample almost a year and a half ago.

He opened the case on his lap, took out his
Sanyo recorder and the ear-button attachment, put the tape in the
machine. The man sitting next to him had nodded off; his head was
almost on Tohru's right shoulder. Tohru gently realigned him in his
seat. The man blinked at him and went back to sleep.

The Boeing 727, now fifty kilometers due
south of Hiroshima at twenty-three thousand feet, banked to the
right over Yashiro Island as the captain made a course correction.
Tohru listened to the tape.

"This is Minotaur," the unfamiliar
voice said in his ear. Tohru started nervously.

The voice, on what he had thought was the
Cirenaica tape, had been altered electronically until it was
impossible to say if it came from a man or a machine. But the
words, in English, were understandable.

Minotaur!

"It would have been simpler," the
voice continued, "if you had chosen to cooperate with me, and
sold me the data I now possess despite your stubbornness. Hijame
Ujihara believes the tape he has substituted is blank. His price
for betraying you was three million yen."

Tohru twisted in his seat, disturbing the
sleeping man, and looked around: he saw the frightened eyes of
Hijame staring at him just over the top of a seat five rows
back.

"He has no suspicion that he is about to
die. Nor will you live, Tohru Mukaiba, to oppose me."

Tohru stood up, the well-stocked attaché case
falling from his lap. The slim black cord was pulled from the
socket of the cassette recorder and dangled by the earplug.

Minotaur!

At the airport, he thought. Hijame
must have passed the Cirenaica tape to someone in the crowd. All
the monks looked alike in their yellow robes; an imposter easily
could have joined their ranks.

His secretary for more than twenty-five
years, a man he thought of, treated as, a son. . . .

Tohru's brains were boiling. "Hijame!" he
shouted. "What else have you—"

At that instant the narrow tape in his
recorder fed a signal, recorded at a different frequency from the
rest of the tape, through the heads. The shrill signal no one heard
was transmitted to a compact detonator, weighing a little more than
two ounces. It was concealed in the attaché case, which had been
taken from Tohru four days ago when he was busy elsewhere,
disassembled and then rebuilt expertly, with the added weight of
some thirty ounces of plastic explosive in sheet form placed
between layers of framing and worn leather. Within an hour it was
back on the spot on his worktable from which it had been
removed.

The attaché case exploded, disintegrating
Tohru where he stood, shredding seats all around. The explosion
beheaded the man in the seat next to him, removed the face of the
man on the aisle and caved in his chest, blew out two windows
nearest the site of the bomb, cratered the floor and jaggedly
opened the ceiling. Everything not belted down or stowed away
within a radius of fifteen feet of the rent in the side of the
aircraft was sucked into space, a streaming sewer of trash and
macerated garbage that had been men.

Alarm bells sounded as the cabin was
depressurized and became filled with dense fog. Oxygen masks
tumbled from the overhead compartments. The captain put the plane
into a dive; a flight attendant was thrown upside down against the
ceiling and her neck was broken. One hundred twenty-seven surviving
passengers and attendants screamed in the dark.

The plane dove at an angle of forty-five
degrees toward the lights of the fishing boats bobbing off Yashiro
Island.

Fanned by the fierce airstream, the small
fires that had started in mangled and shorted wiring became a
larger fire sweeping through the cabin as the captain struggled to
maintain control of his aircraft.

At eleven thousand feet he changed the angle
of descent and headed for an emergency landing at an airfield in
Matsuyama, twenty-three kilometers east-southeast on the coast of
Shikoku.

For nearly five long minutes he was able to
keep the badly damaged aircraft in the air and on course to safety.
But in the cabin, those passengers who were not on oxygen were
stifled by smoke and the numerous deadly gases, such as hydrogen
cyanide, given off by the rapid burning of synthetic materials. And
all of them were roasted alive. The lucky ones never knew. The
unlucky, including Hijame Ujihara, remained conscious to the
end.

Listening to their tortured screams, the
captain went insane with horror at the controls. Still he kept
flying. Until his hair
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