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    CHAPTER ONE


  




  

    It would have seemed like a crime against na­ture if Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton (USN

    Re­tired) had not risen to a po­si­tion of great promi­nence in the Unit­ed States. The new

    head of the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy was the stur­dy, clean-​faced epit­ome of the best

    of all his schools. He had got­ten his char­ac­ter from An­napo­lis, his com­put­er

    ef­fi­cien­cy from Har­vard Busi­ness School, his cul­ture from Ox­ford. He had been a Rhodes

    schol­ar and a sec­ond-​string ail-​Amer­ican half­back for the Navy.




    His ice blue eyes twin­kled with wit and strength, ex­ud­ing a cer­tain hap­py courage that

    had shown Amer­ica over its tele­vi­sion screens that brains and pluck and a new broom were now

    sweep­ing our in­tel­li­gence agen­cies in­to a lean, clean top-​flight group that not on­ly

    Amer­ica but the whole world could be proud of.




    Six­ty min­utes be­fore he was to make an off­hand de­ci­sion that could trig­ger World War

    III, Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton was ar­gu­ing with a man who ob­vi­ous­ly had not read the New

    York Times Sun­day mag­azine ar­ti­cle about Stant­ing­ton’s irre­sistible “he gets what he

    wants but al­ways with a smile” charm.




    “Shove it, Stant­ing­ton,” the man said. He was sit­ting in a hard-​backed wood­en chair in

    the mid­dle of a bare room in a fed­er­al de­ten­tion cen­ter out­side Wash­ing­ton, D.C. The

    man wore light, plas­tic-​framed, round eye­glass­es that were too small for his face, the big

    stur­dy round open face of an Iowa farmer.




    Stant­ing­ton walked in cir­cles around the man, his tall, trim ath­let­ic body mov­ing as

    briskly as if he were on a pa­rade ground. He wore a light blue shad­ow-​striped suit that

    ac­cen­tu­at­ed his height and whose col­or went well with his eyes and his im­pec­ca­bly

    styled sandy hair with the faint touch of gray dis­tinc­tion over each tem­ple.




    “That’s not re­al­ly the tack to take,” Stant­ing­ton said in his soft South­ern ac­cent. “A

    lit­tle co­op­er­ation now might help you in the fu­ture.”




    The pris­on­er looked up at Stant­ing­ton and his eyes nar­rowed be­hind the thick-​lensed

    glass­es.




    “A lit­tle co­op­er­ation?” he said. “A lit­tle co­op­er­ation? You’ve got thir­ty-​five

    years of my co­op­er­ation and what did I get for it? A jail sen­tence.” He turned his face

    away and crossed his arms stub­born­ly, cov­er­ing the print­ed num­ber on his chest. He wore

    twill pris­on­er’s fa­tigues.




    Stant­ing­ton walked around him again un­til he was in front of the pris­on­er and the man

    could see the new CIA di­rec­tor’s win­ning smile.




    “That’s all wa­ter un­der the bridge,” Stant­ing­ton said. “Come on. Why don’t you just tell

    me where it is?”




    “Go to hell. You and that peck­er­head you work for.”




    “Dammit, man. I want that key.”




    “Will you please tell me why a forty-​nine-​cent key is so im­por­tant to you ?” the

    pris­on­er asked.




    “Be­cause it is,” Stant­ing­ton said. He, want­ed to grab the man by the throat and wring

    the truth out of him. Or call in a CIA goon squad and have them ap­ply elec­trodes to his

    tes­ti­cles and shock the an­swer out of him. But there was no more of that. That was the old

    CIA, the dis­cred­it­ed CIA, and it was prob­ably know­ing that the CIA had changed that made

    this pris­on­er so tru­cu­lent and un­rea­son­able.




    “I threw it in a sew­er so you couldn’t get your man­icured hands on it,” the pris­on­er

    said. “No. No, I didn’t. I had a hun­dred copies made and I gave them away to ev­ery­body and

    when you’re not look­ing they’re go­ing to sneak in­to your of­fice and go in­to your pri­vate

    bath­room and piss in your sink.”




    Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton took a deep breath and clenched his hands be­hind his

    back.




    “If that’s the way you want it,” he said to the pris­on­er. “But I just want you to know I

    won’t for­get this. If I have any­thing to say about it, you can kiss your pen­sion good­bye.

    If I have any­thing to say about it, you’ll serve out ev­ery god­damn last day of your term.

    And if I have any­thing to say about it, peo­ple like you will nev­er again have any­thing to

    do with this coun­try’s in­tel­li­gence ap­pa­ra­tus.”




    “Go piss up a rope,” the pris­on­er said.




    Stant­ing­ton walked briskly to­ward the door ofthe bare room. His pe­dome­ter, which

    mea­sured how many miles he walked each day, clicked against his right hip. At the door, the

    pris­on­er called his name. Stant­ing­ton turned around and looked back in­to his eyes.




    “It’s go­ing to hap­pen to you too, Stant­ing­ton,” the man said. “Even as dumb as you are,

    you’re go­ing to try to do your best and one day they’ll change the rules in the mid­dle of the

    game and your ass’ll be grass, just like mine. I’ll save you a spot in the prison chow

    line.”




    And the for­mer di­rec­tor of the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy smiled at Stant­ing­ton,

    who walked out of the room with­out com­ment, a deep sense of dis­qui­et and ir­ri­ta­tion

    flood­ing his mind.




    Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton brood­ed in the back of his limou­sine, all the way back to

    CIA head­quar­ters in Lan­gley, Vir­ginia, just a few miles from Wash­ing­ton, D.C. He had

    want­ed that key to the pri­vate bath­room in his of­fice. Time mag­azine was com­ing the next

    week, prob­ably to do a cov­er sto­ry on him, and he had al­ready writ­ten the lead of the

    sto­ry in his mind:




    Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton, the man cho­sen to lead the be­leagured Cen­tral

    In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy, is both bril­liant and bud­get-​mind­ed. In case any­one doubts that

    last point, when Stant­ing­ton was in­stalled in his new of­fice last week, he found the door

    to his pri­vate wash­room locked. The on­ly key, he was told, was in the pos­ses­sion of the

    for­mer di­rec­tor of the CIA, now serv­ing a five-​year jail term. Rather than call a

    lock­smith andput in a new lock ($23.65 by cur­rent Wash­ing­ton prices), Ad­mi­ral

    Stant­ing­ton drove by the prison on his way to work the next day and got the key from his

    pre­de­ces­sor. ‘That’s the way we’re run­ning things around here from now on,’ Stant­ing­ton

    said when he re­luc­tant­ly con­firmed the sto­ry. ‘A tight ship is one that doesn’t leak and

    that in­cludes not leak­ing mon­ey,’ he said.”




    To hell with it, Stant­ing­ton thought. Time mag­azine would have to think of some oth­er

    lead for its sto­ry. He couldn’t be ex­pect­ed to do ev­ery­body’s job for them.




    The ad­mi­ral was in his of­fice at 9 A.M. He called his sec­re­tary on the in­ter­com and

    told her to get a lock­smith tout de suite and get a new lock for his bath­room door.




    “And get two keys,” he said. “And you keep one.”




    “Yes, sir,” the young wom­an said, slight­ly sur­prised, be­cause she hadn’t thought it took

    a CIA com­mand de­ci­sion to get two keys for a new lock.




    When he clicked off his in­ter­com, Stant­ing­ton checked his pe­dome­ter and found that he

    had al­ready walked one and a half miles of his ten-​mile dai­ly quo­ta. It gave him his first

    warm feel­ing of the day.




    The sec­ond warm feel­ing came twen­ty min­utes lat­er when he met with his di­rec­tor of

    op­er­ations and chief of per­son­nel and signed an or­der ter­mi­nat­ing the em­ploy­ment of

    250 field agents and, thus, with a stroke of the pen, ac­com­plish­ing the kind of dec­ima­tion

    of the CIA’s field forces thatthe Rus­sians had lust­ed af­ter for years but had al­ways

    been un­able to ac­com­plish.




    “Have to show them up on the Hill that we mean busi­ness,” the CIA di­rec­tor said.

    “Any­thing else?”




    He looked at the two men. His chief of op­er­ations, a round man who sweat­ed a lot and had

    yel­low teeth, said “Here’s some­thing you’ll like, Ad­mi­ral. It’s called Project Omega and

    it’s ours.”




    “I’ve nev­er heard of it. What’s its func­tion?”




    “That’s just it. It doesn’t have any func­tion. The biggest damned no-​show job I’ve ev­er

    seen.” The op­er­ations di­rec­tor spoke in a crack­ly South­ern ac­cent. He was a life­long

    friend of Stant­ing­ton’s and had for­mer­ly head­ed the high­way sys­tem of a South­ern state.

    He got the CIA job, out-​of a large group of oth­er close po­lit­ical friends, be­cause he was

    the on­ly one who had nev­er been in­dict­ed for tak­ing con­struc­tion kick­backs.




    “They don’t do a damn thing,” the op­er­ations di­rec­tor said. “They sit around and play

    cards and the on­ly thing even vague­ly work­like they do is make a phone call once a day. Six

    agents. Noth­ing but one phone call a day.”




    Stant­ing­ton was pac­ing the perime­ter of his of­fice, mak­ing neat 90-de­gree turns at

    each cor­ner.




    “Who do they call?” he asked.




    “Some­body’s aunt, I think. A lit­tle old la­dy in At­lanta.”




    “And their bud­get is how much?”




    “Four mil­lion nine hun­dred thou­sand. But it’s not all salaries of course. Some of it gets

    hard to trace.”




    Stant­ing­ton whis­tled, a small sip of noise. “Four mil­lion nine hun­dred thou­sand,” he

    said aloud. “Fire them. Imag­ine if Time mag­azine found that one out.”




    “Time mag­azine?” said the di­rec­tor of op­er­ations.




    “For­get it,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “Should I check the old la­dy out?”




    “No, dammit. Check her out and that’ll cost mon­ey. Ev­ery­thing around here costs mon­ey.

    You can’t even go to the toi­let with­out it cost­ing you twen­ty-​three dol­lars and

    six­ty-​five cents. No. We check her out and that push­es the cost of this Omega

    what­ev­er-​it-​is up to five mil­lion. And that’s a bad num­ber. No­body’s go­ing to

    re­mem­ber four mil­lion nine hun­dred thou­sand, but give them five mil­lion and they’ll

    no­tice that. And then they’ll start, five mil­lion here and ten mil­lion there and they’ll

    nick­el and dime us to death. Let that hap­pen and we’ll be crap­ping in the hall­ways.”




    The di­rec­tor of op­er­ations and the chief of per­son­nel looked at each oth­er

    quizzi­cal­ly. Nei­ther un­der­stood the ad­mi­ral’s ob­ses­sion with bath­rooms, but both

    nod­ded at the Omega de­ci­sion. The project, what­ev­er it was, had no link­age to any

    pro­gram any­where. The group was con­nect­ed to noth­ing but the old la­dy in At­lanta and she

    was noth­ing. With­out no­ti­fy­ing any­one, the per­son­nel di­rec­tor had checked. She was

    noth­ing and knew noth­ing or no­body. He had checked be­cause he thought she might be

    re­lat­ed to the Pres­ident. Ev­ery­body in that part of the coun­tryseemed to be. But

    she wasn’t. It was agreed whole­heart­ed­ly. Fire them. Toss them over­board.




    At 10 A.M., the six Project Omega agents were no­ti­fied that they were sep­arat­ed from the

    ser­vice as of that minute.




    None of them com­plained. None of them knew what he was sup­posed to be do­ing any­way.




    Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton con­tin­ued to pace around his room when the two men left.

    He was com­pos­ing a new lead for the Time cov­er sto­ry.




    Be­tween 9 and 9:20 A.M. last Tues­day morn­ing, Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton, the new

    di­rec­tor of the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy, fired 256 agents, sav­ing Amer­ica’s

    tax­pay­ers al­most ten mil­lion dol­lars. It was just the start of a good day’s work.




    Not bad, Stant­ing­ton thought. He smiled. It was just the start of a good day’s work.




    In a small frame house just off Paces Fer­ry Road on the out­skirts of At­lanta, Mrs. Amelia

    Sink­ings stood at her kitchen sink, peel­ing ap­ples with stiff arthrit­ic fin­gers. She

    glanced at the clock over the sink. It was 10:54 A.M. Her tele­phone call would come in a

    minute. They came at dif­fer­ent times each morn­ing and she had a plas­tic lam­inat­ed chart

    that told her what time to ex­pect the call on each day. But af­ter twen­ty years of get­ting

    the tele­phone calls, she had the chart mem­orized, so she’d put it in the clos­et un­der her

    good dish­es. Ten fifty-​five A.M. That’s when thecall would come. There was no ques­tion

    about it, so she turned off the faucet and dried her hands on the ironed cot­ton tow­el she

    kept on a rack over the sink. She walked slow­ly over to the kitchen ta­ble and sat there,

    wait­ing for the phone to ring.




    She had of­ten won­dered about the men who called her. Over the years she had got­ten to

    rec­og­nize six sep­arate voic­es. For a long time, she had tried to en­gage them in

    con­ver­sa­tion. But they nev­er said any­thing more than “Hi, hon­ey. All’s well.” And then

    they hung up.




    Some­times she won­dered if what she was do­ing was . . . well, was prop­er. It seemed like

    very lit­tle to do for fif­teen thou­sand a year. She had ex­pressed this con­cern to the dry

    lit­tle man from Wash­ing­ton who had re­cruit­ed her al­most twen­ty years ear­li­er.




    He had tried to re­as­sure her. “Don’t wor­ry, Mrs. Sink­ings,” he had said. “What you’re

    do­ing is very, very im­por­tant.” It was dur­ing the atom­ic bomb scares of the 1950’s and

    Mrs. Sink­ings had gig­gled ner­vous­ly and asked, “What if the Rus­sians bomb us ? What

    then,”




    And the man had looked very se­ri­ous and said sim­ply, “Then ev­ery­thing will take care of

    it­self and none of us have to wor­ry about it.”




    He had dou­ble-​checked again with her. Her moth­er had lived to be nine­ty-​five and her

    fa­ther nine­ty-​four. Both sets of grand­par­ents had lived in­to their nineties.




    Amelia Sink­ings had been six­ty when she took the job. She was al­most eighty now.




    She watched as the sec­ond hand fin­ished its sweep around the clock and the time

    neared10:55. She reached her hand for the tele­phone, an­tic­ipat­ing the ring.




    Fifty-​nine sec­onds. Six­ty. Her hand touched the tele­phone.




    One sec­ond af­ter 10:55. Two sec­onds. Three sec­onds.




    The tele­phone had not rung. She wait­ed an­oth­er thir­ty sec­onds be­fore she re­al­ized

    that her hand was still on the tele­phone and it was be­gin­ning to ache from be­ing held over

    her head that way. She low­ered her hand to the ta­ble and sat there watch­ing the clock.




    She wait­ed un­til the time went past 10:59 A.M. She sighed and, with dif­fi­cul­ty, rose to

    her feet. She re­moved her gold El­gin wrist­watch and placed it care­ful­ly on the ta­ble,

    then opened the back door and tot­tered down the steps in­to her back­yard.




    It was a bright spring morn­ing and mag­no­lias filled the air with their hon­eyed scent.

    The back­yard was small and its lit­tle path­way was bor­dered with flow­ers, which Mrs.

    Bink­ings had to ad­mit to her­self were not as neat­ly trimmed as they should be, but it was

    so hard these days to bend down and work.




    In the far cor­ner of the small yard was a round slab of con­crete, sur­round­ed by a low

    met­al fence. In the cen­ter of the slab was a twelve-​foot-​high flag­pole. The flag­pole had

    been built by the strange dry man from Wash­ing­ton with a crew that had worked all through one

    night to fin­ish the job. It had nev­er flown a flag.




    Mrs. Bink­ings start­ed down the nar­row path to­ward the flag­pole, but stopped when a

    voicecalled out, “Hi, Mrs. Sink­ings. How you all feel­in’ to­day?”




    She went back to chat across the pick­et fence with her neigh­bor, who was a nice young

    wom­an even if she had lived in the neigh­bor­hood for on­ly ten years.




    They talked about arthri­tis and toma­toes and how no one was rais­ing chil­dren prop­er­ly

    any­more and fi­nal­ly her neigh­bor went back in­side and Mrs. Sink­ings walked to the

    flag­pole, pleased that af­ter all these years she had re­mem­bered to take off her wrist­watch

    as the man from Wash­ing­ton had told her.




    She pushed open the small met­al gate in the fence and stepped to the pole. She un­tied the

    cord from the met­al brack­et on the side of the pole. Her fin­gers hurt from the ef­fort of

    loos­en­ing the dry, tired old knots.




    She gave the cleat a ISO-​de­gree turn. She felt it click. For a mo­ment, she seemed to feel

    the con­crete whir un­der her feet. She paused for a mo­ment, but felt noth­ing more.




    Mrs. Sink­ings retied the flag rope and closed the small met­al gate. Then, with a sigh and

    a lin­ger­ing twinge of wor­ry about whether what she was do­ing was all right, she went back

    in­side. She hoped that the ap­ples she had been peel­ing in the sink had not al­ready turned

    brown. It made them look so un­ap­pe­tiz­ing.




    In the kitchen, she de­cid­ed to sit at the ta­ble and rest for a mo­ment. She felt very

    tired. Mrs. Sink­ings put her head down on her fore­arms to rest. She felt her breath com­ing

    hard­er and hard­er, un­til she re­al­ized that she was gasp­ing.




    Some­thing was very wrong. She reached out her hand for the tele­phone over the ta­ble but

    be­fore she could reach it, there was a pierc­ing pain in the cen­ter of her chest. Her left

    arm froze in po­si­tion, then dropped back on­to the ta­ble. The pain felt like a spear had

    been stuck in­to her. Al­most clin­ical­ly, Mrs. Sink­ings could feel the pain of her heart

    at­tack ra­di­at­ing out­ward from her chest to her shoul­ders and stom­ach and then in­to her

    ex­trem­ities. And then it be­came very dif­fi­cult to breathe and, be­cause she was a very old

    la­dy, she stopped try­ing. And died.




    Mrs. Amelia Bink­ings had been right. When she had turned the flag­pole brack­et, the

    con­crete had whirred un­der her feet. A pow­er­ful, so­lar-​fed gen­er­ator had kicked in­to

    life af­ter twen­ty years and be­gun send­ing pow­er­ful ra­dio sig­nals in­to the air, us­ing

    the flag­pole as an an­ten­na.




    In Eu­rope, red lights went on. In a garage in Rome, in the back­rooms of a Paris bak­ery,

    in the cel­lar of a plush Lon­don home, and in the laun­dry room of a small coun­try house.




    And all over Eu­rope, men saw the red lights go on.




    And pre­pared to lull.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    His name was Re­mo and his ears hurt. He would have hung up the tele­phone but that would

    prob­ably prompt a per­son­al vis­it and while Ru­by Jack­son Gon­za­lez could cause him

    un­bear­able pain by shout­ing at him over the tele­phone, in per­son her voice brought him

    un­be­liev­able agony.




    Care­ful­ly, so she would not hear, Re­mo set the re­ceiv­er of the tele­phone on the ledge

    in the booth and walked back out in­to the lun­cheonette where an aged Ori­en­tal in a pow­der

    blue robe stood look­ing at the cov­ers of mag­azines on the rack.




    “I can still hear her,” the Ori­en­tal said, in a voice that seemed to have dis­ap­proval

    built in.




    “I know, Chi­un. So can I,” Re­mo said. He went back and closed the door of the tele­phone

    booth, gen­tly so it would not squeak. He re­joined Chi­un, who shook his head.




    “That wom­an could broad­cast from the ocean floor with no in­stru­ment but her mouth,”

    Chi­un said.




    “I know,” said Re­mo. “Maybe if we stood across the street?”




    “That will not do,” said Chi­un. He reached outa long-​nailed in­dex fin­ger to

    rif­fle the pages of a mag­azine. “Her voice cross­es con­ti­nents.”




    “Maybe if I wadded up some bread and shoved it in­to the ear­piece of the phone?”




    “Her voice would hard­en it in­to ce­ment,” Chi­un said. He moved his hand to an­oth­er

    mag­azine and, with the long fin­ger­nail, flipped the pages. “So many books you peo­ple have

    and none of you read. Maybe you should just do what­ev­er it is she wants you to do.”




    Re­mo sighed. “I sus­pect you’re right, Chi­un,” he said.




    Hands clapped tight­ly over his ears, he ran back to the tele­phone booth. He pressed the

    door open with his shoul­der. With­out un­cov­er­ing his ears, he yelled in­to the mouth­piece,

    “Ru­by, stop yelling. I’ll do it. I’ll do it.”




    He wait­ed for a few sec­onds, then re­leased his hands from his ears. On­ly blessed

    si­lence came from the re­ceiv­er and Re­mo picked it up, sat on the small stool in the booth

    and closed the door.




    “I’m glad you turned that buz­zsaw off, Ru­by, so that we can talk,” he said. Be­fore she

    could an­swer, he added quick­ly, “Just kid­ding, Ru­by. Just kid­ding.”




    “I hope so,” said Ru­by Gon­za­lez.




    “Why is it these days that when­ev­er I call Smith, I get you?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause that man work too hard,” Ru­by said. “So I make him go out and play golf and get

    some rest. I han­dle all the rou­tine stuff, like you.”




    “And what about me? Don’t I de­serve any rest?” asked Re­mo.




    “Your whole life be one va­ca­tion,” Ru­by said.




    “Ru­by, will you go to bed with me?” Re­mo asked.




    “I’m not tired.”




    “I don’t mean to sleep,” Re­mo said.




    “Why else would I go to bed with you, do­do?”




    “Some wom­en find me at­trac­tive,” Re­mo said.




    “Some wom­en put cheese in their pota­toes,” Ru­by said.




    “You know, Ru­by, this used to be just one big hap­py fam­ily. Just me and Chi­un and

    Smit­ty. And then you came along and ru­ined ev­ery­thing.”




    “You be the white man and I be the white man’s bur­den,” Ru­by said.




    Re­mo could pic­ture her smile, even over the tele­phone. Ru­by Gon­za­lez was not

    beau­ti­ful but her smile was quick and hap­pi­ly blind­ing, a flash of white in her light

    choco­late face. She would be sit­ting in her of­fice out­side Smith’s, in­ter­cept­ing phone

    calls, mak­ing de­ci­sions, lift­ing his work­load to some­thing small enough for four men to

    han­dle, in­stead of the ten-​man du­ties Smith had han­dled since Re­mo had known him.




    “All right, Ru­by,” Re­mo said. “Tell me what dirty rot­ten job it is this time.”




    “It be them Nazis. They got that march there to­mor­row and you got to stop it. It go­ing to

    make Amer­ica look bad in the world, we let Nazis be march­ing all around.”




    “I’m not a ne­go­tia­tor,” Re­mo said. “I don’t talk peo­ple out of do­ing things.” “You

    just do it,” Ru­by said. “How?” “You think of some­thing.”




    “You know, Ru­by, in six months you’re go­ing to be run­ning the coun­try,” Re­mo said.




    “I fig­ured five my­self but I can live with six,” Ru­by said. “Call me, you need

    any­thing.” Her abra­sive voice turned in­stant­ly to soft­ly rip­pling choco­late milk with

    corn­starch thick­en­ers. “Be good, Re­mo. Give my love to Chi­un.”




    Re­mo wait­ed un­til he was sure she had hung up be­fore he snarled at the tele­phone, “You

    don’t have any love to give, you hate­ful thing.”




    When Re­mo came out of the tele­phone booth, the lun­cheonette op­er­ator looked at him with

    open cu­rios­ity. This was West­port, Con­necti­cut, and he was used to hav­ing strange peo­ple

    wan­der in, but some­one yelling at a tele­phone booth across the room would be strange

    any­where.




    Not that Re­mo looked strange. He was about six feet tall, with dark hair and deepset dark

    eyes. He was as lean as a rope and he moved smooth­ly. Not quite like an ath­lete, but more

    like a bal­let dancer, the own­er thought. Come to think of it, he was kind of built like a

    bal­let dancer in that black T-​shirt and black chi­nos, but he had wrists that seemed as thick

    around as toma­to juice cans. Re­mo had been com­ing in­to the store al­most ev­ery day for

    three months to buy news­pa­pers and a copy of the Dai­ly Va­ri­ety, the show busi­ness

    news­pa­per. The store own­er didn’t think much of his looks but one day his

    twen­ty-​five-​year-​old daugh­ter had been work­ing in the store when Re­mo was there, and

    when he left, she ran af­ter him to give him change from a ten-​dol­lar bill.




    “I paid with a five,” Re­mo had said.




    “I’ll give you change for twen­ty.”




    “No thanks,” Re­mo had said.




    “Fifty? A hun­dred?”




    But Re­mo had just driv­en away. His daugh­ter had now tak­en to park­ing her car near the

    lun­cheonette to catch a glimpse of him, so the store own­er guessed that even if he wasn’t

    re­al­ly hand­some, he had some­thing about him that wom­en liked.




    “You done with the phone?” he called to Re­mo.




    “Yeah. You want to use it?”




    The store own­er nod­ded.




    “Let the ear­piece cool for a few min­utes,” Re­mo said. He walked to where the old

    Ori­en­tal con­tin­ued to flick through mag­azines with his fin­ger­nails.




    “I have looked through all these mag­azines,” Chi­un said, glanc­ing up at Re­mo. The

    Ori­en­tal was aged, with white wisps of hair flit­ting out from his dried yel­low skin. He was

    bare­ly five feet tall and prob­ably had nev­er seen the fat side of one hun­dred pounds.

    “There is not one sto­ry in any of them that was writ­ten by a Ko­re­an. It is no won­der that

    I can­not sell my books and sto­ries.”




    “You can’t sell your books and sto­ries be­cause you don’t write your books and sto­ries,”

    Re­mo said. “You sit there star­ing at a piece of pa­per for hours and then you com­plain that

    I’m stop­ping you from writ­ing be­cause I’m breath­ing too heavy.”




    “You are,” said Chi­un.




    “When I’m out in a boat in the mid­dle of the sound?” asked Re­mo.




    “I can hear your asth­mat­ic snort­ing halfway across the coun­try,” Chi­un said. “Come. It

    is al­most time.”




    “You go­ing back there again to­day?” “I will go there ev­ery day for as long as it takes,”

    Chi­un said. “I can get nowhere with all your pub­lish­ers prej­udiced against Ko­re­ans, but

    that will not stop me from writ­ing a movie. I have heard about your Hol­ly­wood black­list.

    Well, if they have a black­list to make sure that blacks get work, they can start a yel­low

    list and I can get work.”




    “That’s not what they mean by black­list,” Re­mo said, but Chi­un was al­ready out the door

    head­ing to­ward their car, which was parked il­le­gal­ly along the curb­side of the busy

    Boston Post Road.




    Re­mo shrugged, took his morn­ing quo­ta of pa­pers, and tossed a five-​dol­lar bill on the

    counter. With­out wait­ing for change, he joined Chi­un in the car.




    “This is a nat­ural for Paul New­man and Robert Red­ford,” Chi­un said. “It is just what

    they need to make them stars.”




    “I know I’m nev­er go­ing to read it or see it, so I sup­pose you bet­ter tell me about it.

    Oth­er­wise, I’ll nev­er have any peace,” Re­mo said.




    “Fine. There is the world’s fore­most as­sas­sin, the head of an an­cient house of

    as­sas­sins.”




    “You,” Re­mo said. “Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of the House of Sinan­ju.”




    “Shush. Any­way, this poor man finds him­self, against his will, work­ing in the Unit­ed

    States be­cause he needs gold to feed the poor and the suffer­ing of his small Ko­re­an

    vil­lage. But do they let him prac­tice his no­ble art in the Unit­ed States? No. They make him

    be­come a train­er, to try to teach the se­crets of Sinan­ju to a fat, sloth­ful

    meat-​eater.”




    “Me,” Re­mo said. “Re­mo Williams.” “They found this poor meat-​eater work­ing as a

    po­lice­man and they fixed it up so that he went to an elec­tri­cal chair but it didn’t work

    be­cause noth­ing in Amer­ica works ex­cept me. So in­stead of be­ing killed, he was saved so

    he could go to work as an as­sas­sin for a se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion which is sup­posed to fight

    crime in Amer­ica. This or­ga­ni­za­tion is called CURE and is head­ed by a to­tal

    im­be­cile.”




    “Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “Dr. Harold W. Smith.” “And the sto­ry tells of the many

    mis­ad­ven­tures of this meat-​eater and the many tragedies that be­fall him as he bum­bles and

    stum­bles his way through life and how the Mas­ter, un­ap­pre­ci­at­ed and unloved, al­ways

    man­ages to save him at great risk to his own val­ued per­son, un­til one day the Mas­ter’s

    con­tri­bu­tions are fi­nal­ly rec­og­nized by a grate­ful na­tion, be­cause even stupid

    coun­tries can be grate­ful, and Amer­ica show­ers him with gold and di­amonds and he re­turns

    home to his na­tive vil­lage to live out his few re­main­ing days in peace and dig­ni­ty, loved

    by all, be­cause he is so gen­tle.”




    “That takes care of you,” Re­mo said. “What hap­pens to me? The meat-​eater?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I have not worked out all the mi­nor de­tails of the movie yet,” Chi­un

    said.




    “And for this you want Paul New­man and Robert Bed­ford?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” Chi­un said. “This is socko for New­man and Bed­ford.”




    “Who plays who ?” asked Re­mo.




    “New­man will play the Mas­ter,” Chi­un said. “We can do some­thing about those fun­ny pale

    eyes of his to make them look right.”




    “I see. And Red­ford plays me.”




    Chi­un turned in his seat and looked at Re­mo as if his dis­ci­ple had be­gun speak­ing in

    tongues.




    “Red­ford will play the head of this su­per-​se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion who you think

    re­sem­bles Smith,” Chi­un said.




    “Then who plays me? Re­mo asked.




    “You know, Re­mo, when they make a movie, they hire a wom­an and they call her the cast­ing

    di­rec­tor, and she is in charge of find­ing ac­tors to play all the small, unim­por­tant

    parts.”




    “A bit part ? That’s me ?”




    “Ex­act­ly,” Chi­un said.




    “You got New­man and Red­ford star­ring as you and Smith and I’m a bit part?”




    “That is cor­rect.”




    “I hope you meet New­man and Red­ford,” Re­mo said. “I just hope you do.”




    “I will. That is why I go to this restau­rant, be­cause I hear they eat lunch there when

    they are in town,” Chi­un said.




    “I hope you meet them. I re­al­ly do.”




    “Thank you, Re­mo,” Chi­un said.




    “I re­al­ly hope you meet them,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un looked at him with cu­rios­ity. “Your feel­ings are hurt, aren’t they?”




    “Why shouldn’t they be? You got two stars play­ing you and Smith. And me, I’m a bit

    part.”




    “We’ll get some­body good. Some­body who looks like you.”




    “Yeah? Who?”




    “Sid­ney Green­street. I saw him in a movie on tele­vi­sion and he was very good.”




    “He’s dead. And be­sides, he weighed three hun­dred pounds.”




    “Pe­ter Usti­nov,” Chuin said.




    “He doesn’t talk like me. His ac­cent’s wrong.”




    “If you’re go­ing to pick at ev­ery­thing, we’re nev­er go­ing to get this movie in the

    can,” Chi­un said.




    “I don’t want any­thing to do with this movie,” Re­mo sniffed.




    He was still sulk­ing when he stopped his car in front of the YM­CA in the cen­ter of town.

    It was al­most noon and, across the street, the lun­cheon line for a small restau­rant

    ex­tend­ed to the cor­ner.




    “See that mob?” Re­mo said. “They’re all wait­ing to see New­man and Red­ford and they’ve

    all got movies to sell.”




    “None as good as mine,” Chi­un said. “Ray­mond Burr?”




    “Too old. He can’t play me,” Re­mo said.




    “Well, if you’re go­ing to be dif­fi­cult,” Chi­un said. He got out of the car and start­ed

    across the street for the restau­rant’s front en­trance. While the line ex­tend­ed to the

    cor­ner, Chi­un did not have to wait in line. His own ta­ble was re­served for him ev­ery day

    in the back of the restau­rant. He had re­solved this, on the very first day, withthe

    restau­rant own­er by hold­ing the man’s head in a ket­tle of seafood bisque.




    Halfway across the street, Chi­un stopped, then walked back to the car. His face was

    il­lu­mi­nat­ed with the joy of one who is about to per­form a great and good deed.




    “I have it,” he said.




    “Yeah?” growled Re­mo.




    “Ernest Borg­nine.”




    “Aaaaah,” Re­mo said and drove away.




    Through his open win­dow, he heard Chi­un call­ing. “Any fat white ac­tor. Ev­ery­body knows

    they all look alike.”




    The head of the Amer­ican Nazidom Par­ty called him­self Ober­sturm­ban­nfi­ihrer Ernest

    Sche-​is­skopf. He was twen­ty-​two years old and still had pim­ples. He was so skin­ny, the

    swasti­ka arm­band kept slid­ing down the sleeve of his wash-​and-​wear brown shirt. He wore

    his black trousers bloused in­to the tops of his shiny high boots, but his legs were like

    sticks, with­out dis­cernible thigh or calf mus­cle, and the im­pres­sion the low­er half of

    his body gave was of two pen­cils shoved ver­ti­cal­ly in­to two loaves of shiny black

    bread.




    There was sweat on his up­per lip as he faced the tele­vi­sion cam­eras for his dai­ly news

    con­fer­ence. Re­mo watched, ly­ing on the couch in the small house he had rent­ed near

    West­port’s Com­po Beach, look­ing at the tele­vi­sion.




    “We un­der­stand that you dropped out of high school in the tenth grade?” a tele­vi­sion

    re­porter said.




    “As soon as I was old enough to find out that the schools were try­ing to stuff

    ev­ery­body’s head with Jew pro­pa­gan­da,” Scheis­skopf said.




    His voice was as thin and bone­less as he was. Two more Nazis in uni­forms stood be­hind

    him, against a wall, their arms fold­ed, their nar­rowed hat­ing eyes star­ing straight

    ahead.




    “And then you tried to join the Ku Klux Klan in Cleve­land,” an­oth­er re­porter said.




    “It seemed like the on­ly or­ga­ni­za­tion in Amer­ica that wasn’t ready to give the

    coun­try to the nig­ger.”




    “Why did the Ku Klux Klan re­ject your mem­ber­ship?” he was asked.




    “I don’t un­der­stand all these ques­tions,” Scheis­skopf said. “I am here to dis­cuss our

    march to­mor­row. I don’t un­der­stand why this town is get­ting so up­set about it. This is a

    very lib­er­al com­mu­ni­ty, at least when the rights of Jews and col­oreds and oth­er mis­fits

    are con­cerned. To­mor­row we are march­ing to cel­ebrate the first ur­ban re­new­al project in

    his­to­ry and the on­ly one that is known to be an un­qual­ified suc­cess. I think all those

    lib­er­als that like projects like ur­ban re­new­al ought to be on the streets with us.”




    “What ur­ban re­new­al project is that?” he was asked.




    Ly­ing on the couch, Re­mo shook his head. Dumb. Dumb.




    “In War­saw, Poland, twen­ty-​five years ago,” Scheis­skopf said. “Some peo­ple call it the

    War­saw Ghet­to but all it was was an at­tempt to im­prove the liv­ing con­di­tions of

    sub­hu­mans, just as all mod­ern ur­ban re­new­al projects try to do.”




    The room shud­dered as Chi­un came in and slammed the front door be­hind him.




    “Do you want to hear what hap­pened?” he de­mand­ed of Re­mo.




    “No.”




    “They did not show up again.”




    “Who cares? I’m watch­ing the news.”




    Chi­un turned off the tele­vi­sion.




    “I am try­ing to talk to you and you are watch­ing crea­tures in brown shirts.”




    “Chi­un, dammit, that’s my as­sign­ment for tonight.”




    “For­get your as­sign­ment,” Chi­un said. “This is im­por­tant.”




    “Can I tell Ru­by you told me to for­get my as­sign­ment?”




    Chi­un turned the tele­vi­sion back on.




    “Be­ing an artist among the Philistines is the cross I have to bear,” he said.




    The Amer­ican Nazidom Par­ty was holed up in a house on nar­row, twist­ing Greens Farms

    Road. They had been talk­ing for weeks about a mas­sive march of thou­sands, but so far on­ly

    six had ar­rived. They were holed up in the house.




    They were out­num­bered forty to one by the peo­ple milling around out­side. Thir­ty of them

    were pick­ets protest­ing the planned march. The oth­er thir­ty were vol­un­teer lawyers from

    the Amer­ican Civ­il Lib­er­ties Union, who were busy show­ing the protestors re­strain­ing

    or­ders they had got­ten from the Fed­er­al cir­cuit courts, which said that ev­ery­body had to

    be­have and let the Nazis march as an ex­er­cise of free speech




    The pick­eters and lawyers were al­so out­num­bered by the state po­lice and West­port

    lo­cal po­lice, who ringed the house on all four sides to make sure no one got at the Nazis

    in­side.




    And all to­geth­er, they were out­num­bered by the press, who milled around in ab­ject

    con­fu­sion, in­ter­view­ing each oth­er on the deep­er philo­soph­ical ram­ifi­ca­tions of

    this lat­est dis­play of white Amer­ican racism. They all agreed it was bad, but typ­ical,

    be­cause what else could you ex­pect of a coun­try that had once elect­ed Richard Nixon.




    At 10 P.M., the tele­vi­sion crews left, fol­lowed thir­ty sec­onds lat­er by the print

    me­dia. At 10:02, the protestors left, fol­lowed at 10:03 by the ACLU lawyers. At 10:04, the

    po­lice left. Re­main­ing be­hind were two tired West­port po­lice­men who sat in a prowl

    car.




    At 10:05, the Nazis looked at the win­dow and saw that the coast was clear, so they sent a

    guard named Fred­dy out­side to stand on the porch with a night­stick and look threat­en­ing.

    The oth­er five stayed in­side. Ober­sturm­ban­nfuhrer Ernest Scheis­skopf swept the chess

    pieces off the board and on­to the floor. They had set up the chess board in case any­one

    should look through the win­dow, and he could re­port that the in­tel­lec­tu­al Nazis spent

    their time at an in­tel­lec­tu­al game like chess. But none of them could play chess; they

    couldn’t re­mem­ber how the knights moved. One of them now got out the check­er pieces and they

    set the board up to play check­ers. Two of them knew the moves and were giv­ing lessons to the

    oth­ers.




    At 10:06, Re­mo ar­rived and leaned his head in­to the West­port po­lice car. The two cops

    lookedat him in sur­prise. They had not seen or heard him com­ing.




    “Long day, huh?” Re­mo said with a grin.




    “Bet­ter be­lieve it,” the cop be­hind the wheel said.




    “Get some rest,” Re­mo said. His two hands dart­ed out. Each touched one of the po­lice­men

    in the small hol­low be­tween the neck and the shoul­der col­lar­bone. Both po­lice­men opened

    their mouths, as if to yell, then their heads dropped for­ward as they lost

    con­scious­ness.




    Re­mo shuf­fled down the flag­stone path to the neat frame house.




    Fred­dy, in full uni­form on the porch, stiff­ened to at­ten­tion as Re­mo ap­proached.




    “Who are you ?” he de­mand­ed.




    “I’m from the Jew­ish Stan­dard. I want an in­ter­view,” Re­mo said.




    “We give no in­ter­views to the Jew­ish press,” Fred­dy said. He jabbed at Re­mo’s

    mid­sec­tion with the night­stick.




    The dark-​eyed man did not move, but in­ex­pli­ca­bly, the night­stick missed his

    bel­ly.




    “Don’t do that,” Re­mo said. “That’s not nice.”




    “In the new day to come, we will not be nice to you peo­ple ei­ther,” Fred­dy said. “Get

    used to it.”




    He pulled back the night­stick and this time jammed it full force at Re­mo’s stom­ach. Still

    Re­mo did not move, but some­how the night­stick missed his stom­ach and slid by along­side his

    hip.




    “I said, stop that,” Re­mo said. “I’ve been sent here to ne­go­ti­ate. Now be­have

    your­self.”




    “I’ll ne­go­ti­ate,” Fred­dy snarled. He raised theclub over his head to smash it down

    across Re­mo’s skull.




    “That’s it,” Re­mo said. “That’s what I get for try­ing to be a nice guy.”




    The night­stick swung down to­ward his head. Then Fred­dy felt it be­ing re­moved from his

    hand. He felt him­self be­ing swung around, then felt the blunt­ed edge of the club at his left

    ear. He saw the thin man’s fist wad up in­to a club and swing at the oth­er end of the

    night­stick. The first blow jammed the night­stick in­to Fred­dy’s ear. His oth­er ear worked

    well enough to hear two more thuds of Re­mo’s fist. Then he heard noth­ing more as the club

    passed through his brain and the large end ex­it­ed out of the ear on the oth­er side of his

    head.




    “Guggg, gugggg, gugggg,” Fred­dy said as he sank to his knees, the club pro­trud­ing from

    both sides of his head, like scoot­er han­dles.




    “What’d you say?” Re­mo asked.




    “Guggg, gugggg, gugggg,” Fred­dy re­peat­ed.




    “L’chaim,” said Re­mo.




    He knocked on the door and heard feet shuf­fling about in­side.




    “Who’s there ?” asked a voice from be­hind the locked door.




    “Herr Ober­lieu­tenantsti­irm­ban­nfuhrergauleit­er­re­ichs­field­mar­shall O’Brien,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Who?”




    “Come on, it’s too long to re­peat. Open the door.”




    “Where’s Fred­dy?”




    “Fred­dy’s the guard?”




    “Yeah. Where is he?”




    Re­mo looked at Fred­dy, down on his knees, the long thick night­stick pro­trud­ing from

    both ears.




    “He’s busy right now,” Re­mo said. “But he iden­ti­fied me.”




    “I want to see your iden­ti­fi­ca­tion,” the voice said.




    “Fred­dy’s my iden­ti­fi­ca­tion,” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t want to hear that. Just slide your iden­ti­fi­ca­tion un­der the door.”




    “It won’t fit,” Re­mo said.




    “It’ll fit. Just slide it un­der.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said.




    In­side the room, the five Nazis looked at the door. They heard a scratch­ing sound at the

    bot­tom of it. Some­thing be­gan to slip un­der it in­to the room. The some­thing was pink. And

    then there were four oth­er things just like it. They were fin­gers. Then a hand. Then a brown

    shirt.




    “Oh, my god, that’s Fred­dy,” said Ernest Sche-​is­skopf. The men jumped to their feet to

    run to the door. Fred­dy’s arm, flat­tened as if it had been run over by a steam­roller, was

    through the crack at the bot­tom of the door. It kept mov­ing in­to the room. It was as if

    Fred­dy had been pho­tographed and the pic­ture had been mount­ed on card­board. Now strings of

    blond hair came through the crack, and there was a splin­ter­ing sound as Fred­dy’s skull

    be­gan to break to fit un­der the door, but the door shud­dered, the wood creaked, and the door

    flew back off its hinges, in­to the room, land­ing on the floor like a thick wood­en rug.




    Re­mo stood in the door­way. At his feet was therest of Fred­dy. The five Nazis stared

    at the night­stick imbed­ded in his skull.




    “Hi,” Re­mo said. “I told you it wouldn’t fit.”




    “Guggg, guggg, guggg,” said Scheis­skopf.




    “That’s what Fred­dy said,” Re­mo ex­plained.




    “Who are you?” one Nazi sput­tered.




    “What do you want?” an­oth­er called out.




    “What did you do with Fred­dy?” came an­oth­er voice.




    “Just a minute,” Re­mo said. “We’re not go­ing to get any­where with ev­ery­body talk­ing at

    once. Me first. You.” Re­mo nod­ded to Scheis­skopf. “Stop throw­ing up and lis­ten to me.”




    “Guggg, guggg, guggg,” Scheis­skopf said as he con­tin­ued to spray the room with Arthur

    Treach­er’s Fish & Chips.




    “Stop it, I said,” Re­mo said.




    Scheis­skopf swal­lowed a deep breath and tried to stop retch­ing. He wiped the specks of

    food off his face with his uni­form shirt sleeve.




    “Is there any way I can con­vince you not to march to­mor­row?” Re­mo asked. “I was sent

    here to ne­go­ti­ate.”




    “No chance,” said Scheis­skopf. “Nev­er.”




    “Don’t be hasty,” Re­mo said. “I con­vinced Fred­dy.”




    “Nev­er,” Scheis­skopf snarled again. “We march for free­dom and for the rights of white men

    ev­ery­where. We march against the race-​mix­ing …”




    “Good­bye,” said Re­mo.




    He grabbed Fred­dy by the night­stick and dragged him in­to the room. The two biggest Nazis

    came at Re­mo, wav­ing bil­ly clubs. He hit them with Fred­dy and they went down in a lump.




    The next two came at Re­mo with lead-​filled black­jacks. He moved be­tween the two of them,

    spin­ning be­tween them, mov­ing for­ward and back, clos­er and far­ther away and, when they

    both knew he was in range, they swung at him with wild round­hous­es. Re­mo moved low, be­neath

    the plane of their swings and, like a shot and its im­me­di­ate echo above him, he heard the

    twin splats as each of them slammed the black­jack in­to the oth­er’s skull, with the old

    re­as­sur­ing sound of tem­ple bones be­ing crushed and splin­tered.




    Re­mo nod­ded and moved out from be­tween them, as they fell for­ward, locked on each oth­er

    for a mo­ment, then slid loose as their two bod­ies thumped on­to the floor.




    Ober­sturm­ban­nfi­ihrer Ernest Scheis­skopf was back­ing in­to a cor­ner. In front of him,

    he held for pro­tec­tion a Muham­mad All vs. Su­per­man com­ic book. A large black “X” had been

    drawn through Ali’s face on the cov­er.




    “You get away, you,” he squeaked. “I’ll call the po­lice. I’ll tell.”




    “Look, Ernest,” Re­mo said. “Don’t get up­set. Don’t just look at it like you’re

    dy­ing.”




    “How should I look at it?” Scheis­skopf said.




    “As one gi­ant leap for mankind,” Re­mo said.




    When he was done, Re­mo ti­died up, then left, pulling the bro­ken door back in­to the door

    open­ing be­hind him. It was three miles to his house at Com­po Beach and he de­cid­ed to run

    back. He hadn’t had any ex­er­cise in a long time.




    Chi­un was as Re­mo had left him an hour ear­li­er, sit­ting in the cen­ter of the floor, a

    large piece of parch­ment on the floor in front of him, a quill pen poised over an ink bot­tle

    as if ready to strike. There was not a word on the pa­per.




    “What was it tonight, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked, point­ing to­ward the blank parch­ment. “Peo­ple

    play­ing their ra­dio too loud in Venezuela?”




    “I wor­ried so much about you, it was not pos­si­ble to work,” Chi­un said.




    “Wor­ried about me? You called them crea­tures in brown shirts be­fore. You didn’t sound

    im­pressed.”




    “Don’t bick­er,” Chi­un said. “It is tak­en care of?”




    “Of course.”




    “Good,” Chi­un said. “These Nazis are vile things.”




    “Not these tonight. Not any­more. And since when are you down on Nazis? If the House of

    Sinan­ju could work for Ivan the Ter­ri­ble and the Pharaoh Ram­ses and Hen­ry the Eighth, why

    not Nazis? Or wouldn’t they pay your price?”




    “The House of Sinan­ju re­fused to work for them. Just the op­po­site. We vol­un­teered our

    ser­vices to get rid of their lead­er. The one with the fun­ny mus­tache.”




    “A free­bie? Sinan­ju?”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “There are some kinds of evil that can­not be tol­er­at­ed. It is not a

    fre­quent thing we do to vol­un­teer our ser­vices, be­cause if I do not get paid, the vil­lage

    does not eat. But this one time we did and the lu­natic heard that the House of Sinan­ju was

    com­ing so he took poi­son.




    Un­tidy to the last, he man­aged to kill his fe­male com­pan­ion first.” Chi­un spat his

    dis­gust.




    “I will nev­er get any work done,” he said, “since you seem de­ter­mined to chat­ter at me.

    I’m go­ing to sleep.”




    “Sweet dreams,” Re­mo said.




    It was a glo­ri­ous day for a pa­rade. The sun rose, bright and busy, burn­ing off the

    morn­ing residue of Con­necti­cut’s long win­ter chill.




    The Boston Post Eoad in West­port was lined with thou­sands of peo­ple car­ry­ing base­ball

    bats, emp­ty bot­tles, toma­toes, and tire chains. The Amer­ican Civ­il Lib­er­ties Union had

    called for vol­un­teers from all over the coun­try and there were four hun­dred lawyers

    run­ning up and down the pro­ject­ed line of march read­ing from court or­ders that there must

    be no vi­olence. No one paid any at­ten­tion to them.




    There were three hun­dred po­lice in full ri­ot gear. Parked along the pa­rade route were

    four am­bu­lances and two morgue wag­ons.




    Hawk­ing their way up and down the pa­rade route were ped­dlers sell­ing Amer­ican flags.

    Some of the more ad­ven­tur­ous had stocked a small sup­ply of Nazi arm­bands for sale, but so

    far they had re­ceived no re­quests for them.




    The planned Nazi pa­rade had ev­ery­thing.




    Ex­cept Nazis.




    Re­mo no­ticed this when he drove to the lun­cheonette to pick up Ghi­un’s copy of the

    Dai­ly Va­ri­ety. At the house, he gave Chi­un the Va­ri­ety and turned on the tele­vi­sion. It

    was an hour past the sched­uled time to start the pa­rade and someof the press had

    fi­nal­ly gone over to the Nazis’ house on Greens Farms Road.




    The tele­vi­sion air was filled with bul­letins. The Nazi cadre had been mur­dered dur­ing

    the night. The bod­ies of the six brown­shirts, in­clud­ing one who was par­tial­ly flat­tened,

    had been found imbed­ded in an in­side wall of the house. They looked like fish tro­phies, one

    re­porter said. Their bod­ies had been ar­ranged in two in­ter­lock­ing tri­an­gles, the

    tra­di­tion­al Star of David.




    “This is ter­ri­ble,” Chi­un said.




    “I thought it was kind of neat,” Re­mo said. He smiled as he heard that the Zion­ist

    De­fense League had claimed cred­it for the killings.




    “A dis­as­ter,” Chi­un said.




    “I thought it had touch­es,” Re­mo said. “I liked the idea of the Star of David.”




    “Si­lence. I am not talk­ing about your stupid games. Did you see what Va­ri­ety said

    to­day?”




    “What did they say?”




    “They said that Robert Red­ford is out in Col­orado mak­ing speech­es about Sun Day.”




    “Good for him. Ev­ery­thing needs a lit­tle en­cour­age­ment once in a while.”




    “And Paul New­man is prac­tic­ing to race an au­to­mo­bile in Flori­da.”




    “Um­mm­mmm,” said Re­mo, watch­ing the tele­vi­sion pic­tures of the Nazi house on Greens

    Farms Road.




    “Why are they not here?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “I don’t know, Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    “Why have I been here for months eat­ing seafood soup that I hate, wait­ing to see them?”

    Chi­un asked.




    “Don’t know,” Re­mo said.




    “I have been de­ceived.”




    “It’s a de­ceit­ful world.”




    “On­ly this part of it,” Chi­un said. “On­ly the white part of it. This would nev­er hap­pen

    in Sinan­ju.”




    “Noth­ing hap­pens in Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said.




    “If I ev­er see New­man and Red­ford, I will peel them like grapes,” Chi­un said.




    “Serve them right.”




    “Even worse,” Chi­un said. “I will not let them star in my epic.”




    “That’ll teach them.”




    “I’ll get some­one else,” Chi­un said.




    “Good,” said Re­mo.




    “I’ll get Bran­do and Pa­ci­no,” Chi­un said.




    “Good for you. Don’t take this ly­ing down.”




    “I won’t. Oh, the per­fidy of it all,” Chi­un said.




    “That’s show biz,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    Dr. Roc­co Gio­van­ni walked in­to the at­tached garage of his small house in Rome and

    opened the trunk of his Fi­at. He no­ticed the car’s dark blue paint start­ing to pur­ple, and

    he hoped he could get an­oth­er year out of it be­fore it turned so bizarre a col­or he would

    have to get the au­to re­paint­ed.




    In­side the trunk was a leather doc­tor’s bag. It was old and beat­en. The black leather,

    de­spite care­ful and fre­quent oil­ing by Dr. Gio­van­ni, had be­gun to crack and there were

    thin tan lines on the bag where the leather’s in­nards had be­gun to show. The bag had been a

    gift to him when he grad­uat­ed med­ical school al­most twen­ty years ear­li­er and he had

    car­ried it with pride ev­er since.




    It was the bag he car­ried on those three days a week when he worked in the clin­ic for the

    poor he had built in one of Rome’s worst slums. He slammed the trunk lid shut.




    In­side the car, he start­ed the mo­tor, lis­tened to it cough hes­itant­ly, then with

    ob­vi­ous re­luc­tance come to life.




    He breathed the small sigh of re­lief he al­ways breathed when the car start­ed.




    He pressed the but­ton that ac­ti­vat­ed the garage door and as he put the car in re­verse,

    he glanced up ca­su­al­ly at the wall in front of the car. Then he put the gear shift back in

    neu­tral.




    A red light was blink­ing on the wall. Doc­tor Gio­van­ni’s first thought, af­ter twen­ty

    years, was: So that’s what it looks like when it comes on. He had nev­er see it lit

    be­fore.




    He watched. The red light flashed once, long, then two short­er flash­es, then three even

    short­er flash­es. There was a pause, then it re­peat­ed the one-​two-​three se­quence.




    He watched the light for a full minute un­til he was sure in his own mind that it was

    flash­ing in a clear, un­mis­tak­able pat­tern. He re­al­ized his hands were clenched tight on

    the steer­ing wheel and he forced him­self to re­lax his grip.




    Fi­nal­ly he sighed and turned off the car’s mo­tor.




    He re­moved the key, got out, and put his old leather bag back in­to the trunk.




    Then he walked over to a shiny new Fer­rari, which sat in the oth­er half of the garage.

    From its trunk, he took an­oth­er doc­tor’s bag, this one rich brown cor­dovan, high­ly

    pol­ished and glis­ten­ing in the dim over­head light of the garage. It was a bag he re­placed

    ev­ery six months, even though in such a brief pe­ri­od of time, it had not even be­gun to show

    signs of wear. It was just that his wealthy pa­tients ex­pect­ed that ev­ery­thing about him

    should be new and rich. On­ly thepoor trust­ed a doc­tor with holes in the soles of his

    shoes, and on­ly be­cause they had to.




    Dr. Gio­van­ni start­ed the car’s en­gine, which roared pow­er­ful­ly to in­stant life. He

    let the car idle as he went back in­to the house.




    His wife, Rosan­na, looked up sur­prised as he came back in­to the kitchen.




    “What’d you for­get now, Roc­co?” she asked. She smiled at him from the kitchen sink where

    she was rins­ing dish­es be­fore putting them in the au­to­mat­ic dish­wash­er.




    “This,” he said. He came close be­hind her and kissed her light­ly on the neck. His arms

    went around her trim body and squeezed her lov­ing­ly.




    “You al­ready kissed me good­bye,” she protest­ed mild­ly. “You horny thing.”




    “Do you know how much I love you ?” he asked.




    “Some­times I get the hint,” she said. She turned and he took her in his arms and kissed her

    hard on the mouth.




    “I love you for­ev­er,” he said.




    “And I love you, too,” she said. “And if your pa­tients weren’t wait­ing, I’d show you how

    much.”




    He looked in her eyes and she thought she saw a glint there of some­thing she had nev­er

    seen be­fore, then he buried his lips against her throat, said a muf­fled “good­bye” and

    left.




    When she heard the car pull out of the garage, she walked to the front win­dow. She was

    sur­prised to see the Fer­rari pulling away. He hat­ed that car and had on­ly bought it to

    im­press his wealthy pa­tients, whose rich­es helped fi­nance the re­al love in his life, the

    free clin­ic he ran for the poor.




    His nurse and re­cep­tion­ist were sur­prised to see Doc­tor Gio­van­ni show up at his

    pri­vate of­fices on­ly a few blocks from the Vat­ican, but he sloughed off their un­spo­ken

    de­mands for an ex­pla­na­tion about his pres­ence.




    In­side his of­fice, he called a young doc­tor who owed him a fa­vor and ar­ranged for the

    oth­er doc­tor to han­dle the pa­tients at Gio­van­ni’s free clin­ic.




    Next he di­aled the num­ber of the Rus­sian em­bassy. When he men­tioned his name, the call

    was trans­ferred di­rect­ly in­to the Rus­sian am­bas­sador’s of­fice.




    “Doc­tor Gio­van­ni, how are you?” the am­bas­sador said in gut­tural Ital­ian. He man­aged

    to make the mu­si­cal lan­guage sound like Ger­man.




    “I’m fine,” Gio­van­ni said. “But I have to talk to you.”




    “Oh? What’s wrong?”




    “Your blood tests just came back,” the doc­tor said, “and we must dis­cuss them.”




    “Is some­thing wrong?”




    “Not on the tele­phone, Am­bas­sador. Please.”




    “I will be right there.”




    While he wait­ed, Doc­tor Gio­van­ni took some­thing from his of­fice safe and put it in­to

    the bot­tom of the leather med­ical bag. Then he fold­ed his hands on his desk and rest­ed his

    head on them.




    The am­bas­sador was there in less than ten min­utes, ac­com­pa­nied by his ev­er-​present

    body­guard, a hawk-​faced man who viewed ev­ery­one and ev­ery­thing with sus­pi­cion. Park­ing

    me­ters, restau­rant checks, street ped­dlers, he watchedthem all as if each were

    ca­pa­ble of over­turn­ing the glo­ri­ous Com­mu­nist rev­olu­tion. He fol­lowed the

    am­bas­sador in­to Doc­tor Gio­van­ni’s of­fice.




    “Can he wait out­side, please?” the doc­tor said.




    The am­bas­sador nod­ded. With ob­vi­ous re­luc­tance, the body­guard went in­to the

    wait­ing room where he leaned against the wall next to the door to the doc­tor’s pri­vate

    con­sult­ing room.




    The re­cep­tion­ist glared at him. He stared back blankly, un­til he forced her to turn her

    eyes away.




    “I know what it is,” the am­bas­sador said. “The saint­ly doc­tor has de­cid­ed to de­fect

    to Moth­er Rus­sia.” He was smil­ing but there was a faint film of ner­vous per­spi­ra­tion on

    his fore­head.




    Gio­van­ni smiled back. “Not just yet,” he said.




    “Ah, but some­day,” the am­bas­sador said. “You and your free clin­ic. Your mod­est life.

    You are the most com­mu­nis­tic of all.”




    “And that is why I could not live in Moth­er Rus­sia,” Doc­tor Gio­van­ni said. “Please sit

    here.”




    He pulled out a chair and sat the am­bas­sador on it, fac­ing an X-​ray dis­play board.

    On­to the glass screen, he put two large chest X-​rays.




    He flicked on the switch for the dis­play pan­el and turned off the of­fice light.




    “These are your most re­cent X-​rays,” he said. “They were tak­en when you had that slight

    chest cough dur­ing the win­ter.” As he spoke, Doc­tor Gio­van­ni walked be­hind the

    am­bas­sador to­ward his desk.




    “You’ll no­tice the slight dark­ish spots at the bot­tom of each lung,” he said. He opened

    the brown leather bag and reached in­to the bot­tom.




    “Yes. I see them. What does that mean?” the am­bas­sador asked ner­vous­ly.




    Doc­tor Gio­van­ni’s hand closed on the butt of a pis­tol.




    He walked up be­hind the am­bas­sador.




    “Noth­ing,” he said. “Ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing.” Then he put a bul­let in­to the Rus­sian’s

    skull from be­hind the left ear.




    Doc­tor Roc­co Gio­van­ni was glad the gun had worked af­ter all these years.




    The re­port of the pis­tol re­sound­ed through the small con­sul­ta­tion room. Out­side, the

    nurse and re­cep­tion­ist looked up at the un­usu­al loud sound.




    The Rus­sian body­guard reached un­der his jack­et for his gun and pushed through the

    un­locked door in­to the in­ner of­fice.




    But be­fore he could do any­thing, Doc­tor Roc­co Gio­van­ni raised the pis­tol to his own

    right tem­ple and squeezed the trig­ger.




    The gun worked again.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR




    When Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton came through the pri­vate en­trance to his of­fice, his

    sec­re­tary in­ter­cept­ed him.




    “Here it is,” she said, hold­ing out her hand. There was a shiny brass key on it.




    “All right,” he said. “And you’ve got the oth­er one?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “You put it in a safe place?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “Bet­ter tell me where it is, in case I lose this one and some­thing hap­pens to you.”




    “It is in my top left desk draw­er, in the back, be­hind my box of Toot­sie Rolls.”




    “It’ll be safe there?”




    “Yes, sir. No­body goes in my desk.”




    “Okay. Thank you.” He took the key and dropped it in­to his jack­et pock­et.




    “And there’s some­body wait­ing to see you, Ad­mi­ral.”




    “Oh? Who is it?”




    “He wouldn’t give his name.”




    “What’s he look like?”




    “Like Roy Rogers,” the sec­re­tary said.




    “What?”




    “He does, Ad­mi­ral. He’s got on a ten-​gal­lon hat and tooled boots with the pants tucked

    in and he’s got a gabar­dine shirt with white pip­ing all over the chest. If he was a wom­an,

    he’d look like Dol­ly Par­ton.”




    “Send him in right away,” Stant­ing­ton said. “No, have him wait a minute. I want to test

    this bath­room key first.”




    Stant­ing­ton was sit­ting be­hind his desk when his vis­itor came in, look­ing like

    ev­ery­body in the Coun­try Mu­sic Hall of Fame.




    “Well, well. Vass­ily Kar­benko,” Stant­ing­ton said, as he rose, leaned across the desk,

    and ex­tend­ed his hand. The Rus­sian was as tall as Stant­ing­ton and his hand­shake was bony

    and firm. He kept on his care­ful­ly blocked cow­boy hat.




    “Ad­mi­ral,” he said. Even his voice had a slight west­ern col­oration.




    “And how are things on the cul­tur­al at­tache front?” Stant­ing­ton asked.




    The ad­mi­ral smiled at his vis­itor as they stood, fac­ing each oth­er across the broad

    desk.




    “I haven’t come to dis­cuss cul­ture, Ad­mi­ral. Per­haps the lack of it in­stead.”

    Kar­benko had a small smile around his lips, but his eyes were cold and nar­row, and his voice

    was frosty.




    “What do you mean, Colonel?” Stant­ing­ton asked.




    “Have you been briefed this morn­ing?” Kar­benko asked.




    Stant­ing­ton shook his head. “No. I just got here. You want to use my bath­room? I’ve got a

    key.”




    “No, I don’t want to use your god­damn bath­room. I want to know why one of your spies

    as­sas­si­nat­ed our man in Rome to­day.” He glared across the desk at Stant­ing­ton, a look so

    in­tense it seemed to ex­ert a phys­ical pres­sure on the CIA di­rec­tor, who slow­ly sank back

    in­to his leather chair.




    “What? I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “Then I’ll make it very clear. The Rus­sian am­bas­sador to Rome was as­sas­si­nat­ed this

    morn­ing by an Ital­ian doc­tor who was one of your men.”




    “Our men?” Stant­ing­ton shook his head. “It couldn’t be. It can’t be. I would know about

    it.”




    “His name was Roc­co Gio­van­ni. Does that ring a bell?”




    “No. Is he in cus­tody?”




    “No. He killed him­self be­fore we could get to him,” Kar­benko said.




    “Roc­co Gio­van­ni, you say?”




    Kar­benko nod­ded.




    “Wait here a minute,” Stant­ing­ton said. He put his new brass key on the desk. “Use the

    bath­room if you want.” He passed through his sec­re­tary’s of­fice and in­to the of­fice of

    his chief of op­er­ations.




    “What the hell is go­ing on here?” he asked.




    The op­er­ations chief looked up, star­tled.




    “What, Ad­mi­ral?”




    “This Rus­sian am­bas­sador killed in Rome. Is that ours?”




    The op­er­ations chief shook his head. “No. Not ours. Some doc­tor, looks like he went

    crazy, shot the am­bas­sador and him­self. But he wasn’t one of ours.”




    “His name was Roc­co Gio­van­ni,” Stant­ing­tonsaid. “Check that name out right away

    and call me in­side. The god­damn top Rus­sian spy in the Unit­ed States is in my of­fice and

    I’m catch­ing hell.”




    When Stant­ing­ton re­turned to his of­fice, Kar­benko was sprawled in a chair in front of

    his desk, his legs ex­tend­ed be­fore him, his hat pulled down over his face.




    “I’ll have some­thing in a mo­ment,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    The two men sat in si­lence un­til the buzzer flashed. Stant­ing­ton picked up the

    tele­phone and lis­tened.




    Af­ter a few mo­ments, he re­placed the tele­phone and looked up with a smile. “Your

    in­for­ma­tion is wrong, Com­rade. Roc­co Gio­van­ni was not one of ours. There is no record in

    our per­son­nel list­ings of a Roc­co Gio­van­ni.”




    “Well, you can take your per­son­nel list­ings and shove them,” Kar­benko said, sit­ting

    erect in the chair and drop­ping his tan hat on the thick­ly car­pet­ed floor. “CIA mon­ey sent

    Gio­van­ni to med­ical school. CIA mon­ey helped him open a clin­ic in Rome. For twen­ty years,

    he’s been sub­si­dized by CIA mon­ey.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble,” said Stant­ing­ton. “But true,” said Kar­benko. “We’ve got the proof. We

    even know what code he was work­ing un­der.”




    “What was that?” asked Stant­ing­ton. “Project Omega,” Kar­benko said. “Nev­er heard of it,”

    said Stant­ing­ton. Then he paused. Project Omega. He had heard of it. When? Where? It came

    back to him. Yes­ter­day.




    He had heard of it and or­dered it dis­band­ed be­cause no one knew what it was.




    “Project Omega, you say?”




    “That’s right,” said Kar­benko.




    “And you know about it?”




    “All we know is its name. It’s in our files from Khrushchev days. We know it was front­ed by

    some foun­da­tion that spreads CIA mon­ey around.”




    “You’re not go­ing to be­lieve this,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “Prob­ably not.”




    “But you know more about Project Omega than we do.”




    “You’re right, Ad­mi­ral. I’m not go­ing to be­lieve that.”




    “I’m se­ri­ous. I can­celled Project Omega yes­ter­day be­cause no­body knew what it

    was.”




    “Then you bet­ter find out quick­ly what it is,” Kar­benko said. “I think it goes with­out

    say­ing that my gov­ern­ment re­sponds a lit­tle more ac­tive­ly to this kind of provo­ca­tion

    than yours does.”




    “Now don’t get up­set, Vass­ily,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “Don’t get up­set? One of our most im­por­tant diplo­mats is mur­dered by one of your agents

    and you tell me not to get up­set. This is, I take it, the new moral­ity you have all brought

    to Wash­ing­ton.”




    “Please.”




    “My gov­ern­ment will like­ly re­spond .in kind,” Kar­benko said.




    “Show some faith in us.”




    “Oh, yes. Faith. As in the Bible you are all so fond of quot­ing these days. Well, some of

    us can quote your Bible too.”




    “I hope you’re go­ing to say ‘love thy neigh­bor.’”




    “I was about to say ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.’”




    Stant­ing­ton stood up. “Vass­ily,” he said, “there’s on­ly one way I can con­vince you I’m

    telling the truth. I want you to come with me.”




    Kar­benko grabbed his cow­boy hat and fol­lowed Stant­ing­ton out of the room. They took an

    el­eva­tor to the base­ment of the build­ing, trans­ferred to an­oth­er el­eva­tor which took

    them to a sub-​base­ment and then in­to an­oth­er el­eva­tor which took them even fur­ther

    in­to the ground.




    “Amer­ica is a mar­velous coun­try,” Kar­benko said.




    “How so?” asked Stant­ing­ton. “You peo­ple can nev­er leave well enough alone. For years it

    was suf­fi­cient for an el­eva­tor to go up and down, from the bot­tom to the top. Not any

    longer. I have been in ho­tels in this coun­try and if you want to ride from one floor to the

    next floor, you have to ride el­eva­tors up and down for fifty floors. Do you know, in the

    World Trade Cen­ter in New York you have to ride four el­eva­tors to get from the top to the

    lob­by? I sup­pose this is taught in your en­gi­neer­ing schools. Cre­ative and Imag­ina­tive

    El­eva­tor De­sign.”




    Stant­ing­ton saw noth­ing fun­ny about this. He led Kar­benko out in­to a hall­way.




    “You are the first Rus­sian ev­er to be here,” the CIA di­rec­tor said.




    “That you know of,” the Rus­sian agent said dri­ly.




    “Yes. That’s quite true.”




    Stant­ing­ton led Rus­sia’s top agent in the Unit­ed States down a long maze of cor­ri­dors,

    lined reg­ular­ly and with steel re­in­forced doors. There were no names on the doors, on­ly

    num­bers.




    Be­hind door 136, they found a bald­ing man sit­ting be­hind a desk, his head buried in his

    hands. He looked up as Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton came in. His face wrin­kled in dis­gust and he

    put his head back in­to his hands.




    “I’m Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton,” the di­rec­tor said.




    “I know,” said the man, with­out look­ing up.




    “You’re Nor­ton, the head li­brar­ian?”




    “Yes.”




    “I’m look­ing for a file.”




    “Good luck,” Nor­ton said. He waved to­ward an­oth­er door on the far side of the

    of­fice.




    Stant­ing­ton looked at the man whose eyes were still cast down to­ward the desk top, then

    he looked at Kar­benko and shrugged.




    They walked to the far door. Stant­ing­ton pulled it open. It led in­to a room al­most a

    city-​block square and twelve feet high. All the walls were lined, floor to ceil­ing, with file

    cab­inets and there was an is­land of cab­inets in the cen­ter of the room.




    But this room looked as if a gang of par­tic­ular­ly mis­chievous elves had been at work in

    it for a hun­dred years. All the file draw­ers were open. Pa­pers were strewn about, in some

    places piled in­to five-​foot-​high mounds. Mani­la fold­ers weretossed ev­ery­where.

    Pa­pers had been crum­pled, oth­ers ripped and torn.




    Stant­ing­ton stepped in­to the room. He kicked aside pa­pers that stacked up around his

    feet and an­kles like au­tumn leaves af­ter a wind­storm.




    “Nor­ton,” he bel­lowed.




    The thin bald man came up be­hind him.




    “Yes, sir?” he said.




    “What’s go­ing on here?”




    “Maybe you’ll tell me,” Nor­ton said bit­ter­ly.




    “That will be just about enough of your surli­ness,” Stant­ing­ton said. “What hap­pened in

    here?”




    “Don’t you rec­og­nize it, Ad­mi­ral? It’s part of your new open door pol­icy. Re­mem­ber?

    You were go­ing to show how open and above­board the new CIA was op­er­at­ing so you an­nounced

    you were go­ing to hon­or the new free­dom of in­for­ma­tion law. The pub­lic was in­vit­ed.

    They came at me like lo­custs. They all had your state­ment in their hands. They tore

    ev­ery­thing apart.”




    “Didn’t you try to stop them?”




    “I tried to,” Nor­ton said. “I called the le­gal de­part­ment but they said we’d need a

    court or­der to stop them.”




    “Why didn’t you get it?”




    “I asked the lawyers to. They drew straws to see who would go to court.”




    “Why?” Stant­ing­ton asked.




    “Be­cause they said who­ev­er han­dled the case would prob­ably have his balls cut off. By

    you. Prob­ably be in­dict­ed.”




    “AH right, all right. So who lost?” Stant­ing­ton asked.




    “No­body,” Nor­ton said. “They all used the same size straws.”




    “What are you go­ing to do?” asked Stant­ing­ton. “How long have you been here any­way?”




    “Since the CIA start­ed right af­ter World War II,” Nor­ton said. “And what I’m go­ing to do

    is wait till garbage day and then throw all this out in Hefty bags. And then I’m go­ing to

    sweep the floor one last time and then I’m .go­ing to take my re­tire­ment and then,

    hope­ful­ly, I’m go­ing to have the nerve to tell you to shove the CIA, your open door pol­icy^

    and the free­dom of in­for­ma­tion law up your ass. Will that be all ?”




    “Not quite. I’m look­ing for a spe­cif­ic file,” said Stant­ing­ton.




    “Tell me what it is and I’ll have the garbage men keep an eye out for it.”




    Nor­ton was moan­ing as he walked back to his desk.




    “Free­dom of In­for­ma­tion,” Kar­benko said soft­ly. “I can’t be­lieve you did this. Do you

    know how we han­dle our se­cret in­for­ma­tion in Rus­sia?”




    “I can guess.”




    “I doubt if you can even guess,” the Rus­sian spy said. “We keep it all in one build­ing. It

    is sur­round­ed by a high, thick stone wall. The stone wall is sur­round­ed it­self by a high

    elec­tri­fied fence. If, some­how, you get to the fence and touch it with­out be­ing

    elec­tro­cut­ed, you get shot. If you get over the fence, vi­cious dogs will tear you apart, if

    you don’t get shot. You get shot if you touch the wall. You get shot if you climb the wall. You

    get shot if you come near the build­ing. If youget in­side the build­ing, you get

    tor­tured and shot. We shoot the mem­bers of your fam­ily for good mea­sure. Al­so any friends

    we can think of. And here . . . you hold open house.” He whis­tled his amaze­ment. “Tell me,

    Ad­mi­ral, are you re­al­ly run­ning the CIA or is this the “Gong Show’?”




    “I tru­ly ap­pre­ci­ate you telling me how to do my job …” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “Some­body bet­ter,” Kar­benko in­ter­rupt­ed. “You keep fir­ing agents and weak­en­ing this

    agen­cy and be­fore you know it, some­body in the world is go­ing to get ad­ven­ture­some

    be­cause they’ll think the Unit­ed States is a tooth­less tiger.”




    “Some­body like Rus­sia?”




    “Per­haps,” said Kar­benko. “And that would be a tragedy for all of us,” he said

    thought­ful­ly.




    “Come on,” said Stant­ing­ton, lead­ing Kar­benko out. On his way, he growled at Nor­ton,

    “Don’t you touch a piece of pa­per in­side there. I’m send­ing some men down here to work on

    some­thing.”




    Back up­stairs, Stant­ing­ton told his chief of op­er­ations to get ev­ery­body in the

    build­ing down to the record room to find any­thing they could about Project Omega.




    “On­ly those peo­ple with top se­cret se­cu­ri­ty clear­ances, you mean?” the op­er­ations

    chief said.




    Stant­ing­ton shook his head. “I said ev­ery­body and I meant ev­ery­body. Just be­cause

    some poor em­ploy­ee of ours isn’t cleared for top se­cret, why should he be the on­ly one in

    the coun­try who doesn’t know what’s in our se­cret files ? Hur­ry it up. We’ll be

    wait­ing.”




    Stant­ing­ton and Kar­benko sat silent­ly in thead­mi­ral’s of­fice for thir­ty

    min­utes. There was a knock on the door and Stant­ing­ton buzzed in the chief of op­er­ations.

    The man’s eye­brows raised when he saw Vass­ily Kar­benko sit­ting across from the di­rec­tor’s

    desk.




    “I can come back,” he said.




    “Don’t wor­ry about it,” Stant­ing­ton said. “Vass­ily knows all our se­crets. What’d you

    find out about Project Omega?”




    “In that whole room, there’s on­ly one piece of pa­per that men­tions any Project Omega.

    It’s a per­son­nel file.”




    “And what does it say?”




    “All it says is that Project Omega was an ac­tion plan, de­signed for use in the event

    Amer­ica lost an atom­ic war. That’s all it is.




    “Whose per­son­nel file is it in?” the ad­mi­ral asked.




    The chief of op­er­ations looked at Stant­ing­ton and rolled his eyes to­ward Kar­benko.

    “Should I say that, sir?”




    “Go ahead,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “It was a for­mer em­ploy­ee who’s re­tired now. He ap­par­ent­ly had some­thing to do with

    the plan.”




    “And who is this for­mer em­ploy­ee?”




    “His name was Smith. Dr. Harold W. Smith. He lives now in Rye, New York, and runs a men­tal

    health san­itar­ium named Fol­croft.”




    “Thank you,” said Stant­ing­ton. When the chief had left the room, the ad­mi­ral looked at

    Kar­benko and held his hands open in front of him.




    “Vass­ily, see? We don’t know any more about it than you do.”




    “But Project Omega killed our am­bas­sador nev­er­the­less,” Kar­benko said. “That could be

    con­sid­ered an act of war. You are, or course, go­ing to con­tact that Doc­tor Smith?”




    “Of course.”




    The tele­phone buzzed on Stant­ing­ton’s desk. He picked it up, then hand­ed it to the

    Rus­sian.




    “For you.”




    “Kar­benko here.” The Rus­sian lis­tened and Stant­ing­ton saw his rud­dy tan com­plex­ion

    seem to pale. “I see. Thank you.”




    He hand­ed the tele­phone back to the CIA di­rec­tor.




    “That was my of­fice,” he said qui­et­ly. “Our am­bas­sador in Paris was just stabbed to

    death. By a bak­er. He is one of yours. Project Omega again.”




    Stant­ing­ton dropped the tele­phone on­to the floor.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE




    Af­ter Vass­ily Kar­benko left his of­fice, Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton had his sec­re­tary

    track down the tele­phone num­ber of Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York. She buzzed him on

    the in­ter­com to tell him she had got­ten through to Doc­tor Smith’s of­fice.




    Stant­ing­ton picked up the tele­phone.




    “Hel­lo,” he said.




    A wom­an’s voice an­swered “Hel­lo.”




    “Is Doc­tor Smith there?”




    “Not to just any­body what calls,” the wom­an said. “Who is this?”




    “My name is Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton. I am the …”




    “What do you want?”




    “What I don’t want is to waste time talk­ing to a sec­re­tary. Please put Doc­tor Smith on

    the line.”




    “He’s not here.”




    “Where is he?” Stant­ing­ton asked. “This is im­por­tant.”




    “I made him go out and play golf. That’s im­por­tant, too.”




    “Hard­ly,” said Stant­ing­ton. “I want him to re-




    53




    turn my call im­me­di­ate­ly and then come to see me,” the CIA di­rec­tor said.




    “He gonna be busy. You come and see him,” Ru­by said.




    “Re­al­ly. Miss, I am the di­rec­tor of the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy.”




    “That’s all right. He’ll see you any­way. That’s fig­ur­ing you can get here with­out

    get­ting lost. When I was with the CIA, I didn’t no­tice any­body who could get any­wheres

    with­out get­ting lost.”




    “You? Worked for the CIA?”




    “Yes,” said Ru­by Gon­za­lez. “And I was the best you had. When should I tell the doc­tor

    that you be com­ing?”




    “I’m not com­ing. He’s com­ing here.”




    “You’re com­ing,” said Ru­by as she hung up. She wait­ed for a mo­ment, then picked up the

    tele­phone and di­aled West­port, Con­necti­cut, whistling soft­ly un­der her breath.




    It would be a sim­ple mat­ter, Stant­ing­ton knew. He could just send a few agents over to

    Fol­croft or to the golf course or wher­ev­er this Doc­tor Smith was hang­ing out and pick him

    up and bring him to Wash­ing­ton. And if he didn’t want to come will­ing­ly, well, that could

    be ar­ranged too.




    Ex­cept…




    Ex­cept that it was ex­tra-​le­gal, out­side the law, and not quite in keep­ing with the new

    CIA that Stant­ing­ton was ded­icat­ed to cre­at­ing.




    He de­cid­ed that he need­ed guid­ance on the sub­ject and it had bet­ter come di­rect­ly

    from the top.If he was go­ing to be break­ing any laws, the or­ders to do it should come

    from the Pres­ident. Stant­ing­ton was new to Wash­ing­ton, but he had spent a life­time in the

    Navy and had learned all the se­crets of grab­bing glo­ry, when glo­ry was be­ing

    dis­tribut­ed, and mak­ing sure some­one else’s ass was in the sling when it was

    ass-​in-​the-​sling time. Now some deep-​re­mem­bered in­stinct was telling him that the one

    way to make sure the Pres­ident didn’t saw off a limb with you on it was to make sure that the

    Pres­ident was out on the same limb. Even if he had been your old school chum and your old

    ser­vice bud­dy.




    It nev­er oc­curred to Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton that there might have been a time in

    Wash­ing­ton when things were done dif­fer­ent­ly and bet­ter. When peo­ple charged with the

    safe­ty and se­cu­ri­ty of the na­tion did what they knew had to be done and didn’t spend all

    their time look­ing over their shoul­ders, watch­ing for some­one who was get­ting ready to

    hand them up.




    As he drove in­to Wash­ing­ton the words of the for­mer CIA di­rec­tor rang in his ears:

    “One day they’ll change the rules in the mid­dle of the game and your ass’ll be grass, just

    like mine. I’ll save you a spot in the prison chow line.”




    That’s what he had said. It had sound­ed like a threat and al­ready it seemed to be turn­ing

    in­to a prophe­cy. On­ly on the job a few days, and Stant­ing­ton was al­ready fac­ing

    de­ci­sions that he knew could make or break him. He felt some­thing a lit­tle more like

    sym­pa­thy for his pre­de­ces­sor.




    The Pres­ident was wait­ing for him in the Oval Of­fice and Stant­ing­ton felt a tinge of

    re­lief whenhe saw the fa­mil­iar slope-​shoul­dered fig­ure wear­ing an open-​col­lared

    shirt and a light blue cardi­gan sweater. The role re­ver­sal was strange. He had been ahead of

    the Pres­ident when they both went to the Naval Acade­my and lat­er he had been the younger

    man’s com­mand­ing of­fi­cer on as­sign­ment to sea du­ty. The younger man had al­ways looked

    up to Stant­ing­ton as a lead­er and as a com­man­der.




    But now, here he was, the Pres­ident, the Com­man­der-​in-​Chief, and Stant­ing­ton felt

    re­lief at be­ing able to dump his prob­lem in the Pres­iden­tial lap. It was the

    al­most-​mys­ti­cal pow­er the of­fice had. Stant­ing­ton had no chil­dren but he thought this

    must be the way chil­dren feel when they turn a prob­lem over to their par­ents. That sense of

    there, now it’ll be tak­en care of.




    “How you doin’, Cap?” the Pres­ident asked in his soft voice. “Sit down.”




    “All right,” Stant­ing­ton said. He lounged eas­ily in the chair in front of the big

    ma­hogany desk.




    “So who’s killing all these Rus­sians?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “You heard about it?”




    “State told me. That’s why I fig­ured you were on your way here.” The Pres­ident paused for

    a mo­ment and Stant­ing­ton nod­ded.




    “Well, Mis­ter Pres­ident, I don’t quite know how to tell you this,” said Stant­ing­ton.




    “Try me.” The Pres­ident lounged back in his chair, hold­ing a yel­low wood­en pen­cil

    be­tween the fin­ger­tips of both hands.




    “You asked who’s killing all these Rus­sians. I think maybe we are.”




    The Pres­ident came half up out of his chair. The pen­cil dropped from his fin­ger­tips,

    un­no­ticed, to the floor.




    “We what?”




    Stant­ing­ton raised his hands as if ward­ing off an in­vis­ible en­emy. Then he quick­ly

    sketched out for the Pres­ident what had hap­pened to the two am­bas­sadors and Vass­ily

    Kar­benko’s vis­it to his of­fice that morn­ing.




    “Why in the name of any­thing that’s holy did you end Project Omega?” the Pres­ident

    asked.




    “Just fol­low­ing or­ders, Mis­ter Pres­ident,” said Stant­ing­ton.




    “I don’t re­mem­ber giv­ing any or­ders like that.”




    “But you did say you want­ed to cut out the waste in the CIA. You said that at your press

    con­fer­ence when I was con­firmed, re­mem­ber? And what’s more waste­ful than a project like

    this one where no­body knows any­thing about it or what it’s sup­posed to do ?”




    “The on­ly thing more waste­ful might be World War III,” the Pres­ident said. “And if

    Rus­sian am­bas­sadors keep get­ting killed off by our peo­ple, that’s just what we’re go­ing

    to have.”




    A heavy si­lence de­scend­ed on the room.




    “What about the wom­an in At­lanta?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “That’s the first thing I did, sir. My men found her in her house. She died. It looked like

    a heart at­tack. There was noth­ing in the house that could tell us any­thing.”




    “You sent your men in to search the house ?”




    Stant­ing­ton re­al­ized that he had al­ready bro­ken a law by do­ing just that. When he

    went on tri­al, he knew, he could talk about fears of World War III, but a ju­ry five years

    from now wouldn’t want to know about that. All they’d want to know was that he had il­le­gal­ly

    sent CIA agents break­ing in­to the house of an Amer­ican cit­izen with­out a war­rant and

    with­out prop­er au­tho­riza­tion. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I did that.” “I didn’t au­tho­rize

    that,” the Pres­ident said. An alarm bell went off in Stant­ing­ton’s head. He knew what the

    Pres­ident was do­ing. He was dis­so­ci­at­ing him­self from the CIA di­rec­tor’s ac­tions.




    The hell with that, Stant­ing­ton thought. He didn’t get to be an ad­mi­ral be­cause he

    hadn’t known how to play the game.




    “Are you telling me, sir, that I did wrong?” “Yes,” the Pres­ident said. “What you did was

    tech­ni­cal­ly wrong.”




    “I think, then, that I ought to make amends,” said Stant­ing­ton, think­ing fast. “I think I

    will an­nounce to the press what I did and apol­ogize to the Amer­ican peo­ple. If I do it now,

    I might min­imize the dam­age.” He looked at the Pres­ident to see if the threat had

    reg­is­tered. Such a state­ment by Stant­ing­ton might well top­ple an ad­min­is­tra­tion whose

    pop­ular­ity, ac­cord­ing to the polls, was the low­est in thir­ty-​five years of post-​war

    ad­min­is­tra­tions.




    The Pres­ident sighed.




    “What do you want from me, Cap ?” he said. “I want you to have au­tho­rized that en­try

    in­to that old wom­an’s house in At­lanta.”




    “Okay. I au­tho­rized it. Sat­is­fied?” “For now,” said Stant­ing­ton. “But it’d be nice to

    get it in writ­ing. No hur­ry, of course. Any­time to­day would be fine.”




    “You don’t trust me,” the Pres­ident said. “It’s not that. We’ve been friends a long time.

    It’s just that I met the old CIA di­rec­tor yes­ter­day. In jail.”




    “Where he be­longs,” the Pres­ident said. “For do­ing just what I did to­day,” said

    Stant­ing­ton. “I don’t want to join him. In writ­ing to­day will do nice­ly.”




    “All right,” said the Pres­ident. “You’ll have it. Now what else about Project Omega? You

    can’t mean that you haven’t one word about it in all your files ?”




    Stant­ing­ton de­cid­ed not to tell the Pres­ident about the hav­oc that the new di­rec­tor

    had wreaked on the CIA’s se­cret files with his free­dom-​of-​in­for­ma­tion pol­icy. No sense

    in both­er­ing the com­man­der-​in-​chief with too many de­tails.




    “On­ly one ref­er­ence,” he said. “And that is?”




    “The pro­gram was start­ed back about twen­ty years ago by a CIA em­ploy­ee, now re­tired.”

    “Who’s the em­ploy­ee?” the Pres­ident asked. “His name is Smith. Harold Smith. He’s some kind

    of a doc­tor and he runs a san­itar­ium named Fol­croft. In Rye, New York.”




    The Pres­ident’s face tensed, then opened in­to a slow wide smile.




    “Doc­tor Smith, you say?” “That’s right.”




    “Did you talk to him ?” the Pres­ident asked. “I tried to but I got his sec­re­tary and she

    told me he was out. A nasty thing, she was. She said she used to work for the CIA.” The

    Pres­ident nod­ded.




    “She sound­ed like she was black,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    The Pres­ident just smiled. “What did she tell you?” he asked. “Snot­ty lit­tle snip­pet.

    She told me that Smith wouldn’t come to see me, but I should come to see him. I told her that

    that was im­pos­si­ble, but she said that I would come to see this Smith, who­ev­er he is.”




    “Like a threat?” the Pres­ident said. “More like a promise,” Stant­ing­ton said. “She was a

    cool thing. Do you mind, Sir, if I ask why you’re smil­ing?”




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand,” the Pres­ident said. “Is there some­thing spe­cial you want me

    to do?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” the Pres­ident said. “Just keep try­ing to find out what­ev­er you can. I’ll

    speak to the So­vi­et am­bas­sador and as­sure him of our to­tal con­fu­sion about this whole

    mat­ter. And you ex­hib­it all pos­si­ble speed, Cap.”




    “Aye, aye, sir,” said Stant­ing­ton, ris­ing to his feet. “Any­thing else?”




    “No. Oh. Did you wear a top­coat to work to­day?”




    “I car­ried one. I thought it might rain. Why?” “You might need it. It gets cold in Rye, New

    York.”




    “Are you telling me to go there, Mis­ter Pres­ident?”




    “No,” the Pres­ident said. “It’s out of my hands.”




    When he left the Oval Of­fice, the di­rec­tor of the CIA was even more con­fused than he had

    been be­fore. And he had a pe­cu­liar feel­ing that the Pres­ident knew some­thing about this

    Doc­tor Smith that he wasn’t telling.




    Alone again in his of­fice, the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States con­sid­ered whether or not

    he should go up­stairs to his liv­ing quar­ters and take the di­al­less red tele­phone out of

    the dress­er where it was hid­den, pick it up, and speak to Smith.




    For Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton had been right. The Pres­ident did know some­thing about

    Smith that the CIA di­rec­tor didn’t. The Pres­ident knew that Smith had not just sim­ply

    re­tired from the CIA, but had been tapped by an­oth­er young Pres­ident to head up a se­cret

    agen­cy called CURE, whose job it would be to work out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion to try to

    pre­serve Amer­ica’s Con­sti­tu­tion. The young Pres­ident had felt that Amer­ica need­ed a

    help­ing hand in fight­ing crime and cor­rup­tion and in­ter­nal un­rest.




    This new Pres­ident had been briefed on the agen­cy by his pre­de­ces­sor. He hadn’t liked

    it. The thought of a se­cret agen­cy run­ning around, out of con­trol, fright­ened him. And

    what made it even worse was that the Pres­ident could not give as­sign­ments to CUKE. He could

    on­ly sug­gest.Smith, the on­ly head of the agen­cy since its in­cep­tion, made the

    de­ci­sions about what CURE would work on.




    The new Pres­ident had thought of dis­band­ing the agen­cy im­me­di­ate­ly. That was the one

    or­der he was al­lowed to give it. But be­fore he could do that, he found him­self need­ing

    CURE and its Doc­tor Smith and the en­force­ment arm, Re­mo, and the aged Ori­en­tal who seemed

    able to do mag­ic. And that was when the Pres­ident first heard of Ru­by Gon­za­lez, too, the

    CIA agent who had helped CURE bail Amer­ica out of a sticky sit­ua­tion and then had been fired

    by the spy agen­cy for her trou­ble.




    The Pres­ident had nev­er met Ru­by but he felt as if he knew her and if she had told

    Wingate Stant­ing­ton that he was go­ing to go to Rye, New York, he had no doubt that Wingate

    Stant­ing­ton’s next stop was Rye, New York.




    The Pres­ident drummed his fin­gers on the desk for a few mo­ments, then de­cid­ed not to

    call Smith. Not just yet. Not un­til Stant­ing­ton had spo­ken with him. In­stead, he picked up

    the tele­phone and told his sec­re­tary to sum­mon the Rus­sian am­bas­sador. Per­haps he could

    ex­press his re­grets and apolo­gies for the deaths of the two am­bas­sadors and, us­ing all

    the sell­ing pow­er at his com­mand, con­vince the Rus­sian that it was a mis­take and that

    Amer­ica was try­ing to stop it.




    As he re­placed the tele­phone, he thought of Doc­tor Smith forced out on­to the golf course

    by Ru­by Gon­za­lez. Good, he thought. He hoped Smith en­joyed his round.It might be the

    last game of golf any of them would ev­er play.




    As he rode along, sus­pend­ed in air, Wingate Stant­ing­ton thought that it was all very

    strange.




    He had got­ten back to the CIA’s Lan­gley head­quar­ters and as he was leav­ing the

    chauf­feured limou­sine some in­stinct told him to take his top coat.




    Alone in his of­fice, he threw the coat across the back of a chair and for the first time

    that day, with a lit­tle peace and qui­et, was able to use his pri­vate bath­room, us­ing his

    pri­vate key to his pri­vate door with the pri­vate lock that cost $23.65 and to hell with Time

    mag­azine.




    His pe­dome­ter showed on­ly three miles. He had walked on­ly three miles and, by this time

    of the day, he should be up to sev­en miles at least. One’s du­ty al­ways had a way of

    in­ter­fer­ing with one’s goals, he thought.




    In­ward­ly, he still seethed at the thought of the Pres­ident, his life-​long friend,

    try­ing to fi­nesse him and get him to shoul­der all the re­spon­si­bil­ity for the break-​in

    in­to that old la­dy’s house in At­lanta. As they had so of­ten that day, his thoughts turned

    again to his pre­de­ces­sor, lan­guish­ing in jail for not do­ing much more wrong than

    Stant­ing­ton had al­ready done that day be­fore lunchtime.




    He tele­phoned the CIA’s top staff lawyer.




    “Hel­lo,” the lawyer said.




    “This is Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton.”




    “Just a mo­ment, sir.” There was a pause. The ad­mi­ral knew the lawyer was turn­ing on a

    taperecorder to tran­scribe the call. It an­gered him. Didn’t any­body trust any­body in

    Wash­ing­ton any­more?




    “Yes, sir,” the lawyer said. “Just had to put down my cof­fee cup.”




    “Didn’t re­al­ize it took two hands,” Stant­ing­ton said. “When the ques­tion of pa­role

    aris­es for the for­mer di­rec­tor …”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “My po­si­tion is that he should be paroled as soon as pos­si­ble. No fur­ther worth­while

    pur­pose is served by keep­ing him in prison. Do you un­der­stand?”




    “I do, Ad­mi­ral.”




    “Thank you.” Stant­ing­ton hung up and for the first time that day felt good.




    Then he heard a sound in­side his bath­room. It was wa­ter run­ning in the sink.




    Had he left the wa­ter on?




    He walked to the bath­room door, opened it, then stopped in the door­way, un­sure of what to

    do.




    There were two men in­side his bath­room. One was young with dark hair and eyes. He wore a

    black T-​shirt and black chi­no slacks. The oth­er was an aged Ori­en­tal wear­ing a blue

    bro­cade ki­mono. He was press­ing the large round gold cap that turned off the wa­ter in the

    sink, and then lift­ing it to turn it on. He did it again.




    “What… who…?”




    “Shh­hh,” the Ori­en­tal told Stant­ing­ton with­out look­ing at him. “This is a very good

    faucet, Re­mo,” he told the man be­hind him.




    “Chi­un, some­how I knew you’d like it. It’s gold.”




    “Do not be crass,” Chi­un said. “There is on­ly one knob to play with. Most faucets have two

    knobs. This on­ly has one. What I do not un­der­stand is how you can con­trol hot wa­ter and

    cold wa­ter with on­ly one knob.”




    “Who are you two?” Stan­ingr­ton de­mand­ed.




    “Do you know how this faucet works?” Chi­un asked the CIA di­rec­tor.




    “Err, no,” Stant­ing­ton said. He shook his head.




    “Then you be qui­et. Re­mo, do you know?”




    “Some­thing to do with a two-​way valve, I sup­pose,” said Re­mo.




    “That is like say­ing that it works be­cause it works,” Chi­un said.




    “I’m call­ing the se­cu­ri­ty guards,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “Do they know how this works ?” Chi­un asked.




    “No. But they know how to throw you the hell out of here.”




    Chi­un turned away as if Stant­ing­ton was not worth talk­ing to. Re­mo said to the CIA

    di­rec­tor, “If they don’t know any­thing about faucets, don’t call them.”




    Chi­un said, “Telling me that it has some­thing to do with a two-​way valve is no an­swer at

    all, Re­mo.” He lift­ed the faucet and the wa­ter came on; he pressed down on the han­dle and

    it turned off.




    Fi­nal­ly he sighed, the wis­dom of the ages hav­ing sur­ren­dered in the face of mod­ern

    toi­let tech­nol­ogy.




    “Con­grat­ula­tions,” he said to Stant­ing­ton. “You have a won­der­ful bath­room.”




    “Now that the in­spec­tion’s over, would you mind telling me what this is all about?”

    Stant­ing­ton said.




    “Who knows?” Re­mo said. “Work, work, work. From the minute I get up in the morn­ing till I

    go to bed at night. Al­ways some­thing. They must think up­stairs that I’ve got four hands. So,

    let’s go.”




    Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton made it very clear that he was go­ing nowhere, not with these two.

    He was still mak­ing it clear when he found him­self be­ing hoist­ed in­to a green Hefty

    garbage bag.




    “Chi­un, fix it so he can’t yell, will you?” Re­mo said and Stant­ing­ton felt a light

    pres­sure of a sin­gle fin­ger­tip on the un­der­side of his jaw. Not yell, hah? He’d show them

    yelling. The ad­mi­ral opened his mouth to shout for help. He breathed deep and let the air

    come rush­ing out. There was no sound, ex­cept for a thin hiss. He tried again, breath­ing

    hard­er this time, but still pro­duc­ing on­ly si­lence.




    He felt him­self be­ing hoist­ed up in the air. He heard Re­mo say, “Is that his top­coat,

    Chi­un?”




    “It is not mine,” Chi­un said.




    “Get it, will you? It might be chilly in Rye,” Re­mo said.




    It was all very strange. That was what the Pres­ident had said to him when he asked about

    the top­coat. There was some­thing go­ing on in gov­ern­ment that Stant­ing­ton didn’t know

    about.




    The top­coat was dumped un­cer­emo­ni­ous­ly ontop of his head. He heard the garbage

    bag be­ing fas­tened with a yel­low plas­tic zip­per clo­sure.




    The bag was hoist­ed in the air. He must be on Re­mo’s shoul­der, he de­cid­ed, be­cause he

    could hear the man whistling and the sound was very close to his ear. He was whistling the

    theme from The Vol­ga Boat­man.




    He heard the door to his of­fice open and they walked out­side.




    Re­mo’s voice said, “Hi, hon­ey. The ad­mi­ral in?”




    “Yes, but he’s busy,” a wom­an’s voice an­swered. It was Stant­ing­ton’s sec­re­tary. The

    CIA di­rec­tor want­ed to call out that he was not in his of­fice; he was in the garbage bag.

    He tried, but still no sound came out.




    “Well, that’s all right,” he heard Re­mo tell the sec­re­tary. “We’ll come back lat­er.”




    “You can wait if you want,” the young wom­an said. Even through plas­tic, Stant­ing­ton

    could rec­og­nize un­mis­tak­able lust in her voice. “I’ll make you cof­fee,” she told

    Re­mo.




    “No thanks, he said.




    “I can get you Dan­ish. Two Dan­ish and cof­fee. Or I could make you sand­wich­es. It

    wouldn’t be any trou­ble at all to make you sand­wich­es. All I’ve got to do is drive to the

    store in town and get some cold cuts and some bread. I could be back here in no time and I’d

    have good sand­wich­es for you. Liv­er­wurst. With Van­dalia onions and may­on­naise.”




    “Aaaaagh,” Chi­un said in dis­gust.




    “Hon­ey, when I come back for you, it won’t be with sand­wich­es in mind,” Re­mo said.




    Stant­ing­ton heard his sec­re­tary ex­hale a puff of air. She must have leaned back in her

    chair be­cause it squeaked slight­ly un­der her weight.




    Ask him what’s in the bag, he want­ed to shout. But he was mute.




    “Give us a pass out of here, will you?” Re­mo said. “You know what pains in the butt all

    these guards and things are.”




    No, no, Stant­ing­ton tried to shout. No­body gets in or out, with­out all kinds of

    clear­ances. Some­body doesn’t just come up to your desk and ask for a pass out. Fol­low the

    book, girl. But no sound came from his mouth and he heard his sec­re­tary say, “Sure. Here.

    Take this. It’s the ad­mi­ral’s spe­cial clear­ance pass. Just flash that in any­body’s face

    and no­body’ll both­er you.”




    “Thanks, toots,” Re­mo said.




    “And if you want to come back and see me, well, just hang on­to that pass. It’ll get you

    right in.”




    It must be mind con­trol, Stant­ing­ton thought. This Re­mo, who­ev­er he was, must have

    some kind of pow­er to hyp­no­tize. Oth­er­wise his sec­re­tary would nev­er be so lax with

    se­cu­ri­ty pro­ce­dures.




    “You can count on it,” Re­mo said. “This will be my prized pos­ses­sion.” Stant­ing­ton

    shift­ed slight­ly. Ap­par­ent­ly Re­mo was tak­ing the pass from the wom­an. He felt him­self

    lean­ing for­ward in­side the bag, then heard Re­mo drop a kiss on his sec­re­tary’s cheek.




    Then he was lift­ed high up again and felt him­self mov­ing. A strange thought passed

    through his mind. He would have ex­pect­ed rid­ing in a bag on some­one’s shoul­der to be bumpy

    as the person’s body dipped with each step he took. But he felt like he was float­ing. There

    was no jar­ring, no re­al sense of move­ment.




    He heard his sec­re­tary’s voice be­hind him. “Hey, what’s in the bag?” she asked.




    “Gov­ern­ment se­crets,” Re­mo said.




    “Come on, kid­der. Re­al­ly. What’s in the bag?”




    “The ad­mi­ral,” Re­mo said.




    The sec­re­tary gig­gled and then her voice fad­ed as the door to the out­side of­fice

    closed be­hind them.




    “You’re do­ing good, Ad­mi­ral,” Re­mo said. “Just be­have and you’ll be out of there

    be­fore you know it.”




    No one chal­lenged them in the halls or the el­eva­tors and then they were out­side,

    be­cause Stant­ing­ton heard the plas­tic of the bag rip slight­ly and he breathed the sweet

    fresh air of the Vir­ginia coun­try­side. He gulped deeply, then won­dered to him­self if this

    Re­mo didn’t ev­er get tired. Stant­ing­ton was a big man, over 200 pounds, and Re­mo just kept

    walk­ing along car­ry­ing him on his shoul­der with no more ef­fort than if he had been an

    epaulette on a mil­itary uni­form.




    Then there was an au­to­mo­bile and then an air­plane, and then a he­li­copter. Through the

    three rides, the white man and the Ori­en­tal kept bick­er­ing. Some­thing about star­ring in a

    movie. The Ori­en­tal quot­ed Va­ri­ety to prove that the white man could not ex­pect more than

    three points of the gross and 1 per­cent of 100 per­cent of the whole­sale price on

    com­mer­cial prod­ucts. He talked a lot about bring­ing it all home for un­der five mill and

    Re­mo would get his mon­ey paripas­su and that was the best he could do. Re­mo said he could

    have lived with Burt Reynolds or Clint East­wood, but Ernest Borg­nine was an in­sult.




    Stant­ing­ton was be­gin­ning to be­lieve he was in the hands of lu­natics.




    Then he was dumped on­to a hard floor and the top of the bag was ripped open.




    He heard a voice that dripped acid ask, “What is this? What are you two do­ing here?”




    “Don’t go blam­ing me,” came Re­mo’s voice. “Ru­by told me to do it. It was all Ru­by’s

    idea.”




    “That is right, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said. Em­per­or? What Em­per­or, Stant­ing­ton won­dered.

    “I heard her tell him,” Chi­un said. “I was away across the room and I could still hear her

    over the tele­phone, telling him to do it. Her voice was so loud, it ru­ined my writ­ing for

    the day.”




    “That’s right,” a wom­an’s voice said. “I told him to do it.”




    “Do what?” asked the acid voice. Stant­ing­ton stood up. His legs were wob­bly and weak from

    the hours of be­ing cramped in­to the bag.




    The acid voice came from a thin bald­ing man sit­ting be­hind a large desk, in an of­fice

    sur­round­ed by win­dows tint­ed smoky brown. Stant­ing­ton rec­og­nized them as one-​way

    glass. From the in­side, they were win­dows. From the out­side, they were mir­rors.

    Stant­ing­ton looked through them and saw the wa­ters of the Long Is­land Sound, down a long

    em­bank­ment from the up­per-​sto­ry of­fice he was in.




    The bald­ing man’s eyes widened when he saw the CIA di­rec­tor.




    “Stant­ing­ton,” he said. Stant­ing­ton opened his mouth to speak. “Ga, ga, ga, ga, ga,” he

    said. “Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    The tiny Ori­en­tal, not even com­ing up to Stant­ing­ton’s shoul­der, stepped for­ward and

    gen­tly pressed a spot un­der the ad­mi­ral’s jaw­bone. There was no sense of pain, no feel­ing

    of any­thing in­ter­nal hav­ing been tam­pered with. But one mo­ment he could not talk and the

    next mo­ment he knew his voice had re­turned.




    “Doc­tor Smith, I pre­sume,” Stant­ing­ton said. He looked around the of­fice. Re­mo and

    Chi­un were stand­ing be­hind him, along with a tall, light-​skinned black wom­an. Her hair was

    wrapped in a red ban­dana. She was wear­ing a black pants suit and her face was more ac­tive­ly

    in­tel­li­gent than beau­ti­ful.




    Smith nod­ded. He looked to Ru­by. “Sup­pose you tell me what this is all about,” he

    said.




    “He want­ed to talk to you. I told him you was too busy,” Ru­by said, “so I sent these two

    to go get him.”




    “In a Hefty bag?” Smith said. “Why not?” said Ru­by. “No­body no­tice just one more bag of

    garbage com­ing out of that CIA. That CIA be all garbage.” She looked chal­leng­ing­ly at the

    ad­mi­ral.




    Re­mo said to her, “Why are you wear­ing that han­ky on your head ?”




    “Be­cause I like it,” Ru­by said. “I like to wear a han­ky on my head. You think I fix my

    hair up for you? No. I fix my hair up for me. To­day I felt like wear­ing it like this. You

    don’t like it?”




    Stant­ing­ton no­ticed her voice had start­ed at shrill and es­ca­lat­ed rapid­ly to

    ear-​pierc­ing, with­out ev­er hav­ing paused at hu­man. Re­mo cov­ered his ears with his

    hand.




    “Stop,” he said. “I sur­ren­der. Stop.”




    Ru­by took a deep breath. She was ready to de­liv­er the sec­ond fusil­lade when Smith

    called her name sharply.




    “Ru­by,”




    She stopped.




    Smith glanced at Stant­ing­ton. “I imag­ine you would feel bet­ter speak­ing to me

    alone.”




    Stant­ing­ton nod­ded.




    “Would you all mind wait­ing out­side?” Smith said.




    When the of­fice had cleared, Dr. Smith mo­tioned Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton to a seat on the

    so­fa. There were no chairs in the of­fice but the one be­hind Smith’s desk.




    Stant­ing­ton said, “Sup­pose you be­gin by telling me what this is all about.”




    Smith looked at him cool­ly, then shook his head. “You seem to have for­got­ten, Ad­mi­ral.

    You want­ed to talk to me.”




    “And you had me brought here in a plas­tic bag,” Stant­ing­ton said. “That mer­its me an

    ex­pla­na­tion.”




    “Chalk it up to em­ploy­ee overex­uber­ance,” Smith said, “and it mer­its you ab­so­lute­ly

    noth­ing. Please state your busi­ness,”




    “I’ve been kid­naped, you know,” Stant­ing­ton per­sist­ed. “That isn’t ex­act­ly a

    laugh­ing mat­ter.”




    “No,” Smith agreed slow­ly. “But you would be if you ev­er men­tioned it. Be­ing tak­en out

    of your of­fice in a Hefty bag. Your busi­ness, please?”




    Stant­ing­ton stared hard at Smith who sat, ce­ram­ic-​still. Fi­nal­ly, the CIA di­rec­tor

    sighed.




    “I ran across your name in our files,” he said.




    “That’s right. I was once with the com­pa­ny,” Smith said.




    “This was in con­nec­tion with some­thing called Project Omega.”




    Smith moved for­ward on­to the edge of his seat.




    “What about Project Omega ?” he asked.




    “That’s what I want to know. What in the hell is it?”




    “It re­al­ly doesn’t con­cern you,” Smith said.




    “It costs me al­most five mil­lion a year out of my bud­get and it doesn’t con­cern me?

    Agents sit­ting around three hun­dred six­ty-​five days a year play­ing cards and it doesn’t

    con­cern me? One tele­phone call a day to a lit­tle old la­dy in At­lanta, Geor­gia, and it

    doesn’t con­cern me?”




    “Have you been tam­per­ing with Project Omega?” Smith asked. His eyes were nar­rowed and his

    voice was frozen.




    “I’ve done more than tam­per,” Stant­ing­ton said hot­ly. “I put those slack­ers out of

    busi­ness.”




    “You did what?”




    “I can­celled the project. Fired the agents. Closed it down.”




    “You im­be­cile,” Smith said. “You ar­ro­gant, ce­ment-​head­ed im­be­cile.”




    “Just a minute, Doc­tor,” Stant­ing­ton be­gan.




    “We may not have a minute, thanks to yourbum­bling,” Smith said. “Did the Pres­ident

    au­tho­rize clos­ing- down Project Omega?”




    “Not ex­act­ly.”




    “Weren’t you aware that there is a no­ta­tion in the CIA’s per­ma­nent records that Project

    Omega can be closed down on­ly on the spe­cif­ic writ­ten au­tho­rizia­tion of the Pres­ident

    of the Unit­ed States?”




    Stant­ing­ton thought about the CIA file room, the sham­bles of pa­pers and records strewn

    about the floor.




    “But that’s right,” Smith said in dis­gust. “You couldn’t find any­thing in your files,

    could you? Not af­ter you de­cid­ed to make the CIA in­to some kind of ex­er­cise in

    par­tic­ipa­to­ry democ­ra­cy and your record sys­tem was de­stroyed.”




    “How did you know about that?” Stant­ing­ton asked.




    “That’s im­ma­te­ri­al,” Smith said, “and not ger­mane to this con­ver­sa­tion which

    in­volves your oth­er most re­cent lu­na­cy in deal­ing with Project Omega.”




    “Since it’s been closed down,” Stant­ing­ton said, “two Rus­sian diplo­mats have been

    killed. The Rus­sians are blam­ing it on us. They say that both as­sas­sins were on our

    pay­roll.”




    “That’s right,” said Smith. “They were.” He spun around in his chair and looked out the

    oneway win­dows to­ward the Sound. “And that’s not the worst of it. The Rus­sian pre­mier is on

    the hit list, too.”




    “Oh, my god,” Stant­ing­ton said. He slumped back in the couch. “How can we stop it?”




    Smith turned back. His face still showed no emo­tion.




    “We can’t,” he said. “Once Project Omega has been set in mo­tion, it can’t be stopped.”


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX




    A faint buzz seemed to come from un­der Smith’s desk. As Stant­ing­ton watched, the thin man

    reached un­der his desk to press a but­ton. A desk draw­er opened and Smith reached in­to it

    and lift­ed out a tele­phone re­ceiv­er.




    “Yes, sir,” he said.




    He lis­tened for a mo­ment, then said, “Yes, sir. He’s here right now.”




    He lis­tened again and then shook his head. “It is very se­ri­ous trou­ble. Very

    se­ri­ous.”




    He paused.




    “If you wish, sir,” he said. “Project Omega was start­ed in the late 1950’s when Mis­ter

    Eisen­how­er was Pres­ident. It was af­ter our U-2 spy plane had been shot down. Rus­sia was

    get­ting edgy and there was a se­ri­ous pos­si­bil­ity that it might launch a first-​strike

    nu­cle­ar at­tack against the Unit­ed States. You must re­mem­ber, sir, that this was a time

    when Rus­sia had no world en­emy but us.”




    As he spoke, Smith looked at Stant­ing­ton with dis­plea­sure.




    “The Pres­ident and Khrushchev met pri­vate­ly on a yacht off the Flori­da coast. Yes, sir,

    I was atthe meet­ing. That was nec­es­sary be­cause Pres­ident Eisen­how­er had as­signed

    me to im­ple­ment Project Omega.




    “At that time, the Rus­sians had been de­vel­op­ing some new types of voice an­alyz­ers to

    de­ter­mine when a per­son was ly­ing and Pres­ident Eisen­how­er had asked Mis­ter Khrushchev

    to bring one aboard. He asked the Rus­sians to turn it on and then he told the pre­mier that

    Amer­ica un­der­stood the pos­si­bil­ity of a first-​strike at­tack by Rus­sia on our

    coun­try.




    “The Pres­ident rem­inisced. He said that when he was a vic­to­ri­ous gen­er­al, he still

    feared for his life. He lived in dread of a ran­dom bul­let just pass­ing his way that might

    kill him. No mat­ter how pow­er­ful a man be­came, he said, dy­ing was nev­er easy. ‘Some day,’

    he told Mis­ter Khrushchev, ‘you might de­cide to launch an at­tack on Amer­ica. You might even

    de­feat us. That is pos­si­ble,’ he said. ‘But what is not pos­si­ble is that you will live to

    en­joy it.’ Mis­ter Eisen­how­er said that he was not talk­ing about some dooms­day de­vice to

    de­stroy the world. ‘We do not want to kill the hu­man race,’ he said. ‘But Rus­sia’s top

    lead­ers will die. You may win a first-​strike war,’ he told Khrushchev, ‘but it will mean

    per­son­al sui­cide to you or your suc­ces­sor and your top peo­ple.’ Mis­ter Eisen­how­er

    hoped that this kind of threat might help to avoid atom­ic war just a lit­tle longer, and that

    time might bring peace.”




    Smith lis­tened and nod­ded again. “Yes, sir. Khrushchev ac­cused Eisen­how­er of bluff­ing

    but the lie an­alyz­er showed that the Pres­ident was telling the truth.”




    Stant­ing­ton lis­tened in dis­be­lief as Smith con­tin­ued talk­ing.




    “The sole pur­pose of Project Omega in the CIA was to launch the killers in the event of our

    los­ing an atom­ic war. No, sir, the pro­gram wasn’t meant to be per­pet­ual. It was de­signed

    to last ex­act­ly twen­ty years. By my cal­en­dar, sir, it would have end­ed next month and no

    one would ev­er have known. But Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton’s bud­get cuts have now done what

    atom­ic war didn’t do. It has turned loose killers on the Rus­sian lead­er­ship.”




    Stant­ing­ton felt his stom­ach drop in­to his groin. Sud­den­ly, the air-​con­di­tioned air

    in the of­fice smelled bit­ter to his nos­trils.




    “There are four tar­gets, sir. The am­bas­sadors to Paris and Rome. They have al­ready been

    dis­posed of, as you know. The Rus­sian am­bas­sador in Lon­don and the Rus­sian pre­mier

    him­self re­main.”




    Smith shook his head.




    “No one knows, sir. The as­sas­sins were re­cruit­ed by an­oth­er CIA man, long since dead.

    Yes. His name was Con­rad Mac­Cleary. He died al­most ten years ago. He was the re­cruiter and

    the on­ly one who knew who the as­sas­sins were.”




    Smith lis­tened for long min­utes as the CIA chief fid­get­ed on the cheap,

    Scotch­gard-​treat­ed so­fa.




    “No,” Smith fi­nal­ly said. “It is a mat­ter of the ut­most grav­ity. I would rec­om­mend

    that we im­me­di­ate­ly no­ti­fy the USSR of the dan­ger to the two re­main­ing men.” He

    paused. “Yes, sir. We can han­dle that. I don’t think any­one else has theca­pa­bil­ity.”

    He looked at Stant­ing­ton. “Most es­pe­cial­ly the CIA.”




    The ad­mi­ral flushed.




    Smith said, “Yes, sir.” He ex­tend­ed the tele­phone to­ward Stant­ing­ton. “It’s for you,”

    he said.




    Stant­ing­ton rose and walked across the of­fice. He could feel his pe­dome­ter click­ing

    against his hip as he strode. He took the tele­phone.




    “Hel­lo.”




    The fa­mil­iar South­ern voice bit in­to his ears like an elec­tric drill.




    “You know who this is,” the voice said.




    “Yes, Mis­ter Pres­ident,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “You will do noth­ing about Project Omega, do you un­der­stand? Noth­ing. I will han­dle

    what has to be done diplo­mat­ical­ly. What has to be done in the field will be done by

    oth­ers. The CIA will re­main out of this. To­tal­ly and one hun­dred per­cent out of it. You

    have it, Cap ?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “Now I sug­gest you get back to Wash­ing­ton. Oh, an­oth­er thing. You will for­get,

    to­tal­ly for­get, the ex­is­tence of Doc­tor Smith, Fol­croft San­itar­ium, and Rye, New York.

    Got it?”




    “Yes, sir,” Stant­ing­ton said. The tele­phone clicked off in his ear.




    Stant­ing­ton hand­ed the phone to Smith who put it back in the desk draw­er, which closed

    with a heavy-​lock­ing click.




    Smith pressed the buzzer on his desk. Stant­ing­ton did not hear any­one en­ter but Smith

    spoke.




    “You will es­cort the ad­mi­ral back to the he­li­copter so he may re­turn to

    Wash­ing­ton.”




    Stant­ing­ton heard Re­mo’s voice. “He doesn’t have to go in the Hefty bag?”




    Smith shook his head.




    “Good. I don’t like schlep­ping things around all the time. Not even for you, Smit­ty.”




    Chi­un’s voice said, “Some peo­ple are suit­ed on­ly for the most mea­ger forms of

    work.”




    “Knock it off, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Get him out of here,” came Ru­by Gon­za­lez’s voice. “These CIA peo­ple gives me a

    headache.”


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN




    But Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton had al­ready told some­one of Doc­tor Harold Smith’s

    ex­is­tence.




    Vass­ily Kar­benko sat on a bench on a foot­bridge over the Po­tomac Riv­er. The spires and

    domes and stat­uary of of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton were be­hind him. His long legs were sprawled

    out in front of him and his ten-​gal­lon hat was pulled down over his face. His thumbs were

    hooked in­to the tun­nel belt loops of his blue cord trousers and he looked as if he would be

    al­to­geth­er at home if he were sit­ting on a straight-​backed wood­en chair, lean­ing against

    the wall on a wood­en porch in front of the Tomb­stone sher­iff’s of­fice a hun­dred years

    ear­li­er.




    From his ear­ly youth, Vass­ily Kar­benko had been tagged for big things. He was the son of

    a physi­cian and a ge­net­ic sci­en­tist and in his teens af­ter World War II, he had been sent

    to study lan­guages in Eng­land and France. While in Eng­land, he had seen his first Amer­ican

    movies and had be­come an in­stant fan of the old Amer­ican West. It seemed to be the life all

    men should have-​be­ing a cow­boy, work­ing the range, sleep­ing next to a camp­fire at

    night.




    “If you like Amer­ica so much, de­fect,” his room­mate told him one night.




    “If it weren’t for my par­ents, I might,” said Kar­benko. “But who said I liked Amer­ica? I

    just like cow­boys.”




    He re­turned to Rus­sia when his stud­ies were com­plet­ed, just in time to see his par­ents

    marched off to a work­camp in one of the Stal­in­ist purges. Rus­sian sci­ence at the time was

    se­cure­ly in the hands of a fraud named Ly­senko, whose ap­proach to ge­net­ics and hered­ity

    was that there was no such thing as ge­net­ics and hered­ity. Be­liev­ing that an or­gan­ism

    could al­ter and per­fect it­self in its own life­time might have made for good Com­mu­nist

    pol­itics, but it was aw­ful sci­ence. It was twen­ty years be­fore Rus­sia’s agri­cul­ture

    pro­gram be­gan to re­cov­er from the hole Ly­senko­ism had dug for it.




    Still, while he was a ze­ro as a sci­en­tist, Ly­senko was a very as­tute politi­cian and

    when Vass­ily Kar­benko’s fa­ther chal­lenged his sci­en­tif­ic know-​nothingism, it was the

    se­nior Kar­benko and his wife who were marched off to Siberia.




    Or­di­nar­ily, this kind of blot on the fam­ily record should have ru­ined what­ev­er chance

    young Vass­ily had to move up in the So­vi­et sys­tem. But Stal­in him­self was soon gone, shot

    by some of his most trust­ed ad­vis­ers, and al­most as a re­ac­tion to that, Vass­ily

    Kar­benko found him­self rid­ing a wave of pro­mo­tions through the So­vi­et spy sys­tem,

    aid­ed by his friend­ship for a mi­nor par­ty bu­reau­crat who had in­ex­pli­ca­bly risen to

    be­come the So­vi­et pre­mier. Along the way, Vass­ily found out that his par­ents, like

    milli­ons of oth­ers, had been ex­ecut­ed in Rus­sian slave camps.




    Kar­benko had not yet adopt­ed his cow­boy style of dress­ing. That came when he was

    as­signed to the Unit­ed States in the ear­ly 1970’s.




    It could have been one of the tragedies of his life to find, when he got to Amer­ica, that

    there were very few re­al cow­boys left and none of them were like those in the movies he had

    grown up with.




    But by this time, he had come to a new re­al­iza­tion. In the 1970’s, spies were the

    cow­boys of the world. Work­ing for a gov­ern­ment, yes, but ba­si­cal­ly on their own,

    re­spon­si­ble in the end for what they did and not how they did it.




    Kar­benko was a very good spy and a very ded­icat­ed Rus­sian. But he still wore his cow­boy

    suits, like a dis­play of mourn­ing clothes, for a world he had been born too late to

    en­ter.




    Kar­benko heard foot­steps com­ing along the foot­bridge to­ward him and he tilt­ed up the

    cor­ner of his hat to no­tice the Rus­sian am­bas­sador to the Unit­ed States heav­ily puff­ing

    his fat way to­ward him.




    Ana­toly Du­vicevs­ki sat next to Kar­benko, took a hand­ker­chief from the breast pock­et

    of his well-​cut sin­gle-​breast­ed suit, and mopped the sweat from his brow.




    “You aren’t ex­act­ly dif­fi­cult to spot in that cos­tume, Kar­benko,” said Du­vicevs­ki.

    He made no ef­fort to hide the dis­ap­proval in his voice.




    “The fel­low down to the right, read­ing the news­pa­per. He’s one of them. There’s

    an­oth­er in the tele­phone booth at the end of the bridge to theleft,” Kar­benko said.

    “The one you passed with­out notic­ing.”




    Du­vicevs­ki glanced left and right.




    “So the Amer­icans know we’re meet­ing,” he said.




    “But of course they know we’re meet­ing, Com­rade,” Kar­benko said. He drawled the

    “com­rade” so it sound­ed like “pard­ner.” “If the Amer­icans can’t hold a se­cret meet­ing in

    Wash­ing­ton, why should we be able to? It comes down to the fact that this is a nice day and

    this is a pret­ty spot for a meet­ing. The air is fresh and the birds are singing. Should we

    meet in a stuffy of­fice some­where and in­hale each oth­er’s cigar smoke? And for what

    pur­pose? Be­cause they will still know that we met.”




    Du­vicevs­ki grunt­ed. Kar­benko re­as­sured him by clap­ping a large bony hand on his

    knee.




    “So what hap­pened?” he asked the still-​sweat­ing am­bas­sador whose face had bro­ken out

    in a sec­ond round of sweat.




    “I just left the Pres­ident. He ex­plained Project Omega to me.”




    “Ex­plain it to me,” said Kar­benko.




    “It is a Dooms­day plan that the Amer­icans thought of in the fifties. It was sup­posed to

    go in­to ac­tion if they lost an atom­ic war but it has gone in­to ac­tion now and they do not

    know how to stop it.”




    “We have two diplo­mats dead,” Kar­benko said. “How many more tar­gets are there ?”




    “Just two,” said Du­vicevs­ki. He looked at the Rus­sian spy with nar­rowed eyes. “The

    am­bas­sador to Eng­land and the pre­mier.”




    Kar­benko whis­tled. “You have al­ready so ad­vised the Krem­lin ?”




    “Of course,” said Du­vicevs­ki. “The pre­mier is un­der spe­cial se­cu­ri­ty guard. And all

    types of ex­tra per­son­nel have been as­signed to pro­tect the am­bas­sador in Lon­don.”




    “How has the Krem­lin re­ceived this news?” Kar­benko asked.




    “All our forces around the world are be­ing put on stand­by, for a full com­bat alert. I

    un­der­stand there is now the high­est lev­el strat­egy meet­ings go­ing on to de­ter­mine

    whether or not to pub­licly blame the Unit­ed States for these two dead am­bas­sadors.”




    “What do you think?”




    “I think if any­thing hap­pens to our pre­mier, some hot­head in the Krem­lin will push the

    but­ton that will be­gin World War III. If that hap­pens, you and I will be dead here in

    Wash­ing­ton, Kar­benko.”




    “Did the Pres­ident say any­thing else?”




    “He of­fered us the use of some ’spe­cial per­son­nel’ he called them, to pro­tect the

    pre­mier and the am­bas­sador. Of course, I turned him down. I as­sured him we could pro­tect

    our peo­ple our­selves.”




    Kar­benko thought for a mo­ment.




    “What kind of spe­cial per­son­nel?” he asked.




    “He did not say.”




    The two men sat silent­ly, star­ing out over the bridge rail­ing at the greasy wa­ters of

    the Po­tomac. It was typ­ical of what was wrong, and right, with Amer­ica, Kar­benko thought. A

    beau­ti­ful nat­ural gem of a riv­er that had been turned in­to a garbage dump and an oil slick

    be­cause noone had thought to pro­tect it. And now, it was fi­nal­ly be­ing re­claimed by

    a mas­sive ex­pen­di­ture of time and ef­fort and mon­ey. No oth­er civ­ilized coun­try in the

    world would have let the riv­er get so bad. And no oth­er coun­try in the world, faced with so

    bad and dy­ing a riv­er, could have been able to mount the ef­fort and the re­sources to

    re­claim it. Amer­ica was a land of vi­olent pen­du­lum swings and much of the na­tion­al

    en­er­gy was spent cor­rect­ing ex­ces­sive move­ments in one di­rec­tion or an­oth­er.




    “Do you be­lieve him ?” Kar­benko fi­nal­ly asked.




    “Do you take me for a fool? Of course not. Who would be­lieve so child­ish a sto­ry?”




    “I do,” said Kar­benko,




    The sweat­ing lit­tle egg of a man turned to­ward .the tall raw-​boned So­vi­et spy.




    “You aren’t se­ri­ous, Vass­ily.”




    “Look at it for a mo­ment. If they just want­ed to knock off some of our am­bas­sadors,

    would they have used peo­ple we could trace to the CIA? Peo­ple who’ve been draw­ing CIA mon­ey

    for twen­ty years? There are mer­ce­nar­ies all over the world that any­body could hire for

    such jobs. And no one would be the wis­er. No. The sto­ry is too pre­pos­ter­ous not to be

    true.”




    Du­vicevs­ki popped a cough drop in­to his mouth.




    “You be­lieve the Pres­ident?” he asked.




    “Yes,” said Kar­benko. He smiled. “Didn’t he once say he’d nev­er lie to us ?”




    “He didn’t mean us,” said Du­vicevs­ki.




    “I know. But I be­lieve him any­way. And I be­lieve Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton when he says he

    knowsnoth­ing about this Project Omega. He knows noth­ing about any­thing. God must

    re­al­ly love the Amer­icans.”




    “There is no god,” said Du­vicevs­ki.




    “Our sys­tem makes one be­lieve that. The Amer­icans’ sur­vival makes one doubt it. By what

    else but god­ly in­ter­ven­tion could you ex­plain a coun­try that nev­er learns any­thing but

    sur­vives any­way?”




    “What do you mean?”




    “When those ter­ror­ists kid­naped and killed that politi­cian in Eu­rope last year, do you

    know why the po­lice and se­cret po­lice couldn’t find them?”




    “No.”




    “Be­cause the gov­ern­ment had been un­der so much pres­sure from the left about civ­il

    lib­er­ties that it had de­stroyed all its in­tel­li­gence files. So when the ter­ror­ists

    struck, no one was able to find them. And in New York City a few years ago, there was a tav­ern

    bombed by ter­ror­ists. A half-​dozen peo­ple killed. You know why the bombers were nev­er

    found ?”




    “Why?” asked Du­vicevs­ki.




    “Be­cause the New York City po­lice had de­stroyed all their in­tel­li­gence files on

    ter­ror­ists be­cause keep­ing them vi­olat­ed peo­ple’s civ­il rights. So killers went

    loose.”




    “What has that got to do with any­thing?”




    “Maybe noth­ing,” said Kar­benko. “Maybe ev­ery­thing. Amer­ica nev­er learns. There are so

    many ex­am­ples of what bad in­tel­li­gence or no in­tel­li­gence can do and still this

    coun­try pan­ders to the so-​called civ­il rights of peo­ple who wouldde­stroy the

    coun­try it­self. Stant­ing­ton is de­stroy­ing1 the CIA and the id­iot thinks that he is

    serv­ing Amer­ica by do­ing it. That’s why I say God must be on Amer­ica’s side. No oth­er

    coun­try could act so stupid­ly and sur­vive.”




    “They are do­ing our work for us,” Du­vicevs­ki said.




    “No, they’re not,” said Kar­benko. “Time will do our work for us. Giv­en enough time, our

    sys­tem will pre­vail. All these lu­natics like Stant­ing­ton are do­ing is cre­at­ing an

    un­sta­ble world. I know we will con­quer a sta­ble world. But an un­sta­ble world … it may one

    day be ruled by the kan­ga­roos.”




    Du­vicevs­ki pon­dered this a while be­fore he said, “So you be­lieve the Pres­ident and

    Stant­ing­ton.”




    “Yes,” said Kar­benko. “They are telling the truth as they know it. But the whole sto­ry is

    still a fab­ric of lies.”




    “What?”




    “There is a man alive now who de­vised this Project Omega. He did it twen­ty years ago. Now

    you tell me how this man de­vised this pro­gram twen­ty years ago and just now, when it goes

    in­to ef­fect, the tar­gets just hap­pen to be our cur­rent pre­mier and our cur­rent

    am­bas­sadors to Lon­don and Rome and Paris? How did he know twen­ty years ago who would be our

    pre­mier ? Or our am­bas­sadors? This man knows more than he tells and I do not be­lieve him

    when he says that he does not know who the as­sas­sins are.”




    “Do you know who this man is?” asked Du­vicevs­ki.




    “Yes.”




    “And what do you plan to do?” the am­bas­sador asked.




    “I plan to ques­tion him my­self.”




    “And?”




    “And find out just what it is the varmint re­al­ly knows,” Kar­benko said with a large

    smile.


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT




    “I’ll tell you, Smit­ty, you’re run­ning some op­er­ation here,” Re­mo said. “World War III

    is get­ting un­der­way all be­cause of you and where are you? Out on a golf course and you

    leave Ru­by around to run things.”




    The faintest flick­er of an un­ac­cus­tomed smile bright­ened Smith’s face for a

    mil­lisec­ond.




    “Ru­by is a prize,” he said. “I don’t know how I did this job all these years with­out a

    good num­ber two.”




    “She’s a num­ber two all right,” Re­mo said. “She’s a shit. She spends all her time yelling

    at me.”




    “Not so loud, Re­mo,” Smith said. “She’ll hear you.”




    Re­mo glanced to­ward the closed door of the of­fice, dread­ing the pos­si­bil­ity that it

    might just burst open and Ru­by would march in, as­sail­ing his eardrums with her earth­mover

    voice.




    “Yes, Re­mo, not so loud,” said Chi­un. “She might hear you.”




    Re­mo whis­pered. “I liked it bet­ter when it was just you,” he said to Smith.




    “I didn’t think I would ev­er hear you say that,” Smith said.




    “Em­per­or,” Chi­un said, “Re­mo has noth­ing but the high­est re­gard for you. He of­ten

    tells me this, that he would work for no one but you at these wages.”




    Smith rec­og­nized the start of a pitch for more mon­ey and in­ter­rupt­ed quick­ly.




    “You’re both go­ing to Eng­land,” he said. “I want you to get in close and pro­tect that

    Rus­sian am­bas­sador.”




    “I should think you’d be wor­ry­ing about the Rus­sian pre­mier in­stead,” Re­mo said.




    “I am, but I can’t get per­mis­sion to send you to Rus­sia,” Smith said.




    “And you have per­mis­sion to send us to Eng­land?” Re­mo said.




    “Not ex­act­ly. But I can get you to Eng­land.”




    “You can get us to At­lantic City, too,” Re­mo said. “Why not send us there? They’ve got

    casi­no gam­bling now.”




    “Or Spain,” Chi­un said. “Spain is nice in the spring. And a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has not

    been in Spain since the time of El Cid. I think the Span­ish could prob­ably use us well. The

    Span­ish were al­ways good.”




    “Eng­land,” Smith said.




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un. “When­ev­er we’re sup­posed to go some­place, you al­ways want to go

    to Per­sia for mel­ons,” he said. “Why all of a sud­den Spain?”




    “Be­cause Per­sia is now Iran and the mel­ons are no longer any good and we tried work­ing

    for the Per­sians and they are id­iots,” Chi­un said. “Ithought you and I might look

    around in Spain. El Cid was re­al­ly very good. Un­til Sinan­ju went to work for him, he could

    do noth­ing right, but then we straight­ened things out for him and he chased out the Arabs. We

    made him a star.”




    “I don’t be­lieve it,” Re­mo said. “Charl­ton He­ston would nev­er have any­thing to do with

    the House of Sinan­ju.”




    Chi­un ig­nored that. “We gave him Va­len­cia,” he said.




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    “We made him what he is to­day,” Chi­un said.




    “He’s dead,” Re­mo said.




    “Ex­act­ly,” said Chi­un. “A ter­ri­ble tragedy.”




    Re­mo turned back to Smith. “That means El Cid tried to stiff the House of Sinan­ju on their

    fee, and they turned on him. You bet­ter make sure that Thanks­giv­ing ship­ment of gold to

    Sinan­ju is nev­er late.”




    “It’s al­ways on time,” Smith said. “And now you’re go­ing to Eng­land.’




    “I don’t want to.”




    Smith pressed the buzzer on his desk. “Ru­by, would you come in here, please ?”




    Re­mo stuck his fin­gers in his ears.




    Ru­by en­tered the of­fice.




    “Re­mo doesn’t want to go to Eng­land,” Smith told Ru­by. “Would you please con­vince him to

    go?”




    Ru­by start­ed. Re­mo pressed his fin­gers hard­er in­to his ears. It was no use. He could

    not drown her out. If he pressed his fin­gers in any far­ther and any hard­er, he would

    punc­ture his own eardrums.




    He waved his hands in sur­ren­der.




    “There be a plane at West­erch­ester Coun­ty Air­port wait­ing for you,” Ru­by said. “You

    bet­ter be get­ting there fast.”




    “It’s not West­erch­ester. It’s Westch­ester,” Re­mo said sul­len­ly.




    “What­ev­er it is, the plane’s wait­ing there for you. Get a hop on, ’cause if you miss it,

    you be in big trou­ble.”




    “I’ll fix you for this, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “Some night, I’m go­ing to pour

    quick-​set­ting ce­ment down her throat so she can’t yell at me any­more and then I’m com­ing

    back for you.”




    “Fine,” Smith said, “but first go to Eng­land. And make sure noth­ing hap­pens to that

    Rus­sian.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un left Fol­croft San­itar­ium in the back­seat of an in­sti­tu­tion­al car.

    They did not see the man in a ten-​gal­lon hat sit­ting be­hind the wheel of a red Chevro­let

    No­va parked near the Fol­croft en­trance. Ru­by, watch­ing Re­mo and Chi­un leave from a front

    win­dow, did and won­dered what some­body in cow­boy clothes was do­ing parked near Fol­croft.

    She called the front gate and told the guard to be very ca­su­al about it but to write down the

    li­cense num­ber of the parked car.




    Just in case.




    They were the on­ly two pas­sen­gers on the pri­vate twin-​en­gined jet that nosed around

    im­me­di­ate­ly to­ward the east and be­gan hum­ming its way across the At­lantic.




    Chi­un sat by the win­dow, star­ing at the wing. He had once told Re­mo he was amazed at

    howwell the west­ern world had done in stum­bling on a good de­sign for an air­craft, but

    he al­so be­lieved that noth­ing done by a white man was ev­er ful­ly cor­rect. So if the

    de­sign was good, the wings must be loose. On flights, he al­ways sat by the win­dow, star­ing

    at the wings as if will­ing them to stay on.




    Re­mo fold­ed his arms and sat back in his soft leather seat, de­ter­mined not to en­joy the

    flight.




    “How the hell are we go­ing to de­fend some Rus­sian when we don’t know if we’ll be able to

    get to him and we don’t know who we have to de­fend him from?” he grum­bled.




    “It was in the days just af­ter Wang, the first great Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    “What was?”




    “The Great Wang had had much suc­cess in bring­ing the ser­vices of Sinan­ju to many places

    and ac­cu­mu­lat­ing gold to help care for the weak and the poor of the vil­lage. But then he

    died, as all men must. And in the prime of his life, too. Bare­ly eight decades of life had he

    lived.




    “Sinan­ju was young then, too, and those who had asked the help of our House thought that

    the se­crets of Sinan­ju had died with the Great Wang. They did not know that each Mas­ter

    trains his suc­ces­sor. Some are for­tu­nate to have good stu­dents, re­spect­ful and

    obe­di­ent. Oth­ers are less for­tu­nate.”




    “You’re get­ting ready to pick at me again, Chi­un, and I won’t stand for it. I didn’t pick

    you; you picked me. And you on­ly did it be­cause there wasn’t any­body in Sinan­ju good enough

    to teach,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­um ig­nored him.




    “So af­ter the death of the Great Wang, there was no more work, and with­out work there was

    no gold. Soon the vil­lage was hun­gry again. We were prepar­ing to send the ba­bies home to

    the sea.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed. Hard times in Sinan­ju, for scores of cen­turies, had al­ways been

    ac­com­pa­nied by “send­ing the ba­bies home to the sea”-toss­ing new­borns in­to the North

    Ko­rea Bay to drown be­cause there was no food for them to eat.




    “The new Mas­ter was Ung. He was a qui­et man, much giv­en to the writ­ing of his

    po­et­ry.”




    “He’s re­spon­si­ble for that dreck you’re al­ways recit­ing at me?” Re­mo said.




    “You are gross, Re­mo. You are re­al­ly gross. It is well known that Ung po­et­ry marks one

    of the high points in the his­to­ry of lit­er­ature.”




    “Three hours of un­ky-​punky grunts about a flow­er get­ting ready to open? Bull-​whip­ple,”

    Re­mo said.




    “Si­lence. Lis­ten and per­haps you may yet learn some­thing. The Mas­ter Ung, with sor­row,

    put aside his pens and re­al­ized he must do some­thing to save the vil­lage.




    “Now it hap­pened at this time that there was a Japanese war­lord who was usurp­ing the

    prop­er­ty of many oth­er lords around him. And this war­lord did great­ly fear for his life

    be­cause there were many who wished his death. This sto­ry did reach our vil­lage and the

    Mas­ter Ung heard of it, and left for that far­away coun­try. Be­fore he left, he sold his

    writ­ing im­ple­ments and his many po­ems so that the vil­lage could be fed.”




    “Sell­ing those po­ems wouldn’t keep the vil­lage in Saltines for ten min­utes,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Over the seas he trav­eled, and Ung went to the Japanese war­lord and of­fered to pro­tect

    him from his en­emies. The war­lord had heard of the Great Wang and since this was his

    suc­ces­sor, he con­tract­ed with Ung to pro­tect him. For an at­tempt to kill the war­lord in

    his sleep had been made just the night be­fore, and the Japanese knew he was in mor­tal

    per­il.




    “Still he did not know which of his en­emies were try­ing to kill him. There was a fam­ily

    to the north and a fam­ily to the south and a fam­ily to the east and a fam­ily…” “To the

    west?” said Re­mo. “Yes,” said Chi­un. “You have heard this sto­ry be­fore?” “No.”




    “Then be silent. There was a fam­ily to the north and a fam­ily to the south and a fam­ily

    to the east and a fam­ily to the west, and the Japanese war­lord did not know which of them

    might be try­ing to kill him, be­cause all had rea­son to fear his reck­less and ruth­less

    am­bi­tions.




    “But Ung spoke to the war­lord in his po­et­ic way. ‘When bulls break down fences,’ he said,

    ’some­times rab­bit steal corn.’ The war­lord thought of this for many hours and then he

    un­der­stood what Ung meant, and he be­gan to think which of his own court might try to kill

    him so that he him­self could take the war­lord’s place.




    “The more he thought of it, the more he came to sus­pect his el­dest son who was evil and

    cru­el, and that night he turned Ung’s hand against theson and the son was no more. But

    still lat­er that night, an­oth­er at­tempt was made to kill the war­lord in his sleep and

    on­ly the swift in­ter­ven­tion of Mas­ter Ung saved the Japanese’s life.




    “The war­lord then felt bad that he had sus­pect­ed his el­dest son un­just­ly but he came

    to think some more and he re­al­ized that it was his sec­ond old­est son who was even more evil

    and cru­el than the first-​born son. And he turned Ung’s hand against that sec­ond son.




    “But still there was an­oth­er at­tempt on his life, again foiled on­ly by Ung’s ar­rival at

    the very last mo­ment,




    “And so it went. One by one, Ung re­moved the sev­en sons of the war­lord, sev­en evil young

    men who, if they had been el­evat­ed to the po­si­tion of war­lord, would have been even more

    fe­ro­cious than their fa­ther and even more bru­tal than he in their deal­ings with their

    neigh­bors.




    “And when the sev­enth and last son was dis­patched, the war­lord and Ung met in the great

    hall of the palace. And the war­lord said, ‘We have dis­posed of all my sons, ev­ery one. So

    the dan­ger is re­moved and I am again safe.’




    “It was more a ques­tion than a state­ment, Re­mo, since the Japanese are a sneaky peo­ple

    and their ques­tions are re­al­ly state­ments and their state­ments are re­al­ly ques­tions.

    But Ung an­swered, ‘Not yet. You still face one dan­ger.’




    ” ‘And what is that?’ asked the war­lord.




    ” ‘The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,’ said Ung who then pro­ceed­ed skill­ful­ly and quick­ly to kill

    the war­lord. Be­cause, Re­mo, you see, this was his con­tract from the four lords whose lands

    sur­round­edthose of the trou­ble­some one. They want­ed him dead, along with his

    blood­thirsty sons so they could be as­sured that they would live in peace. And this was how

    Ung chose to do it. The Great Ung him­self had been re­spon­si­ble for the night­ly at­tacks

    up­on the war­lord.”




    Then Chi­un was silent, still star­ing out the win­dow at the plane’s left wing.




    “So?” asked Re­mo.




    “So? What so?” said Chi­un.




    “You can’t stop a sto­ry like that,” Re­mo said. “What does it mean?”




    “Is it not ob­vi­ous?” asked Chi­un, fi­nal­ly turn­ing his hazel eyes to­ward Re­mo.




    “The on­ly thing ob­vi­ous is that the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju are al­ways mean, du­plic­itous

    men who can’t be trust­ed,” Re­mo said.




    “Trust you to mis­un­der­stand,” Chi­un said. “Some­times I don’t know why I both­er. The

    moral of the sto­ry is that it is hard to de­fend your­self against an as­sas­sin when you do

    not know who the as­sas­sin is.”




    “Chi­un, that doesn’t tell me a damn thing I didn’t al­ready know. We know how hard it’s

    go­ing to be to pro­tect the am­bas­sador when we don’t know who the but­ton man is.”




    “You see noth­ing else in that sto­ry?” Chi­un asked.




    “Not a damn thing,” Re­mo said.




    “There is an­oth­er moral,” Chi­un said.




    “Name­ly?”




    “Dan­ger comes wear­ing no ban­ners. And the clos­er it is, the more silent it will be.”




    Re­mo thought for a mo­ment. “Who will watch the watch­man?” he sug­gest­ed.




    “Ex­act­ly,” said Chi­un, turn­ing back to the win­dow.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther?” said Re­mo.




    “Yes, my son,” Chi­un said.




    “That sto­ry stinks.”




    “One can­not de­scribe a stone wall to a stone wall,” Chi­un said mild­ly.




    It was damp and cold when Re­mo and Chi­un stepped in­to a cab in the heart of Lon­don.

    Wa­ter dripped from Lord Nel­son, his stat­ue black in the night, high over the black stone

    li­ons of Trafal­gar Square.




    “How much to the Rus­sian em­bassy?” Re­mo asked the cab­bie, a wart­ed man with a

    sweat-​soaked cot­ton cap.




    The em­bassy was on­ly nine blocks away on Dean Street, but the cab­bie rec­og­nized the

    Amer­ican ac­cent.




    “Four pounds, lad,” he said.




    “Take me to Scot­land Yard,” Re­mo said. “The taxi fraud of­fice.”




    “All right, mate. Two pounds and not a pen­ny less. And you’ll not get a bet­ter price

    any­where this foul night.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “Get it mov­ing.”




    To make it look good, the cab driv­er took them through Le­ices­ter Square and past Covent

    Gar­dens be­fore dou­bling back to Dean Street.




    “Here ye be, lad,” the drive said when he pulled up in front of a three-​sto­ry brick

    build­ing on the qui­et cob­ble­stoned street. A clus­ter ofmet­al pip­ing hung down a

    wall of the build­ing and a tele­vi­sion an­ten­na reached out awk­ward­ly in­to the black

    night­time sky.




    “Wait a minute, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “You, too,” he told the cab­bie.




    Re­mo hopped out of the cab and walked up the three brick steps to the build­ing’s front

    door. The bell was the old-​fash­ioned kind that re­quired man­ual crank­ing and Re­mo gave it

    three full spins around, set­ting off the clus­ter of squawks in­side.




    A man in a busi­ness suit an­swered the door.




    “Is this the am­bas­sador’s res­idence?” Re­mo said.




    “That is cor­rect.” The man’s En­glish was pre­cise but had a faint trace of a Eu­ro­pean

    ac­cent.




    “Well, get him out here. I want to talk to him,” Re­mo said.




    “I’m sor­ry, sir, but he is not at home.”




    Re­mo reached out his right hand and caught the man’s left ear­lobe be­tween his thumb and

    in­dex fin­ger.




    “Now where is he?” Re­mo asked. Through the par­tial­ly opened door, he could see men

    loung­ing in chairs in the hall­way. They were armed, be­cause their bod­ies had the slight

    off-​bal­ance tilt caused by heavy hand­guns in shoul­der hol­sters.




    The man gri­maced with pain. “He’s at his sum­mer place in Wa­ter­bury, sir. Stop,

    please.”




    Re­mo kept squeez­ing. “Where?”




    “His sum­mer place in Wa­ter­bury. He will be there for the week.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said.




    He re­leased the man’s ear.




    “Is there a mes­sage, sir?” the man asked. He rubbed his ear with the palm of his hand.




    “No mes­sage,” Re­mo said. “I’ll see him when he gets back.”




    The door closed quick­ly be­hind Re­mo as he went back to the cab and hopped in­side.




    “Drive to the cor­ner, James,” he said. He leaned closed to Chi­un. “It’s all right. He’s

    here.”




    “How do you know?”




    “I didn’t squeeze him hard enough to force out the truth,” Re­mo said. “He told me what he

    was sup­posed to tell me. And if they’re ship­ping peo­ple out to Wa­ter­bury, wher­ev­er that

    is, that means he’s hid­ing out here. Par­tic­ular­ly when there are a bunch of guys with guns

    hang­ing around.”




    At the cor­ner where the road hung left in a se­ries of steps to­ward Greater Marl­bor­ough

    Street, Re­mo and Chi­un got out.




    Re­mo gave the driv­er five Amer­ican dol­lars.




    “That’s about three pounds now,” Re­mo said. “Hold it for twelve hours and at your usu­al

    in­fla­tion rate, it’ll prob­ably be up to five pounds. Hold it a week and you can buy a

    house.”




    As he drove away, the driv­er mut­tered, “I’ll hold it a month and buy a bomb to stick up

    your blink­ing bum, smar­tass Yank.”




    As Chi­un and Re­mo walked back down the rain-​slicked street to­ward the am­bas­sador’s

    res­idence, Chi­un asked, “Are we any­where near Lon­don Bridge?”




    “No.”




    “Where is it?”




    “I think it’s in Ari­zona. They sold the thing and some­body moved it to Ari­zona.”




    “Did he buy the riv­er too ?” asked Chi­un.




    “Don’t be sil­ly. Of course not.”




    “Why would he buy a bridge and move it to Ari­zona?” Chi­un asked.




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “Maybe he’s got a wa­ter prob­lem out there. I don’t know.”




    “I am al­ways amazed by the depth and breadth of the things you do not know,” Chi­un

    said.




    Re­mo had an idea. Chi­un did not seem in­ter­est­ed.




    “It’s a pret­ty good idea, Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un said noth­ing. He looked around the third-​floor bed­room, which they had en­tered by

    forc­ing a win­dow af­ter slid­ing up the out­side drain­pipe from the side­walk be­low.




    “This is it,” Re­mo said. “The idea.”




    Chi­un looked at him.




    “You ready?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un sighed.




    Re­mo said, “See, we’ve got no or­ders on what to do with this guy ex­cept keep him alive.

    So what we’ll do is bun­dle him up, take him on the plane with us back to the U.S. Then we give

    him to Smit­ty and that way noth­ing can hap­pen to him. What do you think?”




    “Even the most sub­tle lan­guages be­gin some­where with a grunt,” Chi­un said.




    But Re­mo was not lis­ten­ing. He had crossed the bed­room and was peer­ing through a crack

    in the door.




    Out­side was a draw­ing room and a man in shirt­sleeves was sit­ting at a ta­ble play­ing

    soli­taire.




    There were five oth­er men in the room. Four of them wore the too-​tight-​in-​the-​chest,

    too-​loose-​in-​the-​hips blue busi­ness suits of the KGB. They took turns walk­ing to the

    win­dows and look­ing out­side, open­ing the door to the hall and glanc­ing around, check­ing

    be­hind the long drapes in case some­one was hid­ing there. And when one fin­ished mak­ing

    those rounds-​win­dows, door, drapes- an­oth­er be­gan. Win­dows, door, drapes. The fifth man

    in the room stood near the man who was play­ing cards, emp­ty­ing the man’s al­most-​emp­ty

    ash­tray, re­fill­ing his al­most-​full drink­ing glass, shuf­fling the cards for him af­ter

    each game.




    Re­mo rec­og­nized the seat­ed man as the am­bas­sador. He had gold­en blond curls that

    framed his broad fore­head and his face had the healthy tan of sun and sum­mer and Re­mo

    won­dered where he had man­aged to find ei­ther in Lon­don. The man wore a ta­pered shirt that

    hugged his trim body. Smith had giv­en Re­mo a brief fold­er with the pho­to­graph and

    back­ground of Am­bas­sador Se­my­on Be­golov. It had de­scribed him as the Casano­va of the

    world’s diplo­mat­ic corps and Re­mo could see why.




    Be­golov was ask­ing the KGB men to play pok­er with him.




    “We can­not play cards with you, Ex­cel­len­cy,” one of the four KGB men said. “There was

    that Amer­ican who came call­ing for you a lit­tle while ago. We must be on the alert lest he

    re­turn. And some­one who is play­ing at games is not work­ingat his du­ties for the

    moth­er­land.” He was a grim and smug twerp giv­ing the am­bas­sador a les­son in be­ing a good

    ded­icat­ed Com­mu­nist.




    Be­golov played a red ten on a black jack and winked to the man who stood be­hind him.




    “You know, if I’m killed, it’ll be the salt mine for all of you. I think I’ll com­mit

    sui­cide. I’ll shoot my­self and drop the gun out the win­dow as I’m falling to the floor. Then

    they’ll blame it on some Amer­ican CIA as­sas­sin and you’ll all go to Siberia. I can do it,

    you know, and get away with it.”




    The four KGB men looked at him, star­tled and shocked. Re­mo shook his head. The KGB had no

    sense of hu­mor at all.




    “Now I can promise you that I will not do that,” Be­golov said.




    “But of course you would not do that,” said the KGB stiff.




    “I might, though,” said Be­golov. “Any­thing is pos­si­ble. How­ev­er, if you were to play

    pok­er with me, well, then I would be so much in your debt that you would have my promise

    nev­er to do such a thing.”




    Re­mo left the door open a crack and went back to tell Chi­un it would be some time be­fore

    they could spir­it Be­golov away with­out KGB in­ter­fer­ence. Out­side, he heard Be­golov tell

    some­one, prob­ably the tall, thin-​faced valet, to get the pok­er chips.




    It took an hour.




    Re­mo heard the chairs push away from the ta­ble.




    “Since you men seem to have run out ofmon­ey,” Be­golov said, “I have sud­den­ly

    be­come tired. It is time for bed.”




    “We will stand guard through the night out here, Ex­cel­len­cy,” the stiff said.




    “Please do. I would rather not have you in bed with me.”




    Re­mo wait­ed be­hind the door as Be­golov en­tered the bed­room. He clapped a hand over the

    man’s mouth as the door closed and whis­pered crisply in the am­bas­sador’s ear.




    “Don’t make a sound,” he said. “I’m not go­ing to hurt you. Just lis­ten. I’m from the

    Unit­ed States. I know you’re in dan­ger and I’ve been sent to pro­tect you. What we want is

    for you to sneak out with us and fly to Wash­ing­ton. An as­sas­sin’ll nev­er track you down

    there.”




    He felt Be­golov re­lax slight­ly.




    “Think about it,” Re­mo said. “Here, they might get you any time. Like they did those guys

    in Rome and Paris. But in Wash­ing­ton? Not a chance. What do you say ?”




    Be­golov mum­bled; Re­mo felt the vi­bra­tions against the fin­gers of his hand.




    “No yelling,” Re­mo said. “Just soft talkie-​talk.”




    Be­golov nod­ded and Re­mo re­leased his mouth slight­ly.




    “It seems an in­ter­est­ing idea,” the am­bas­sador said. “Any­thing would be bet­ter than

    spend­ing much more time with these se­cret po­lice types.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. He did not look at Chi­un who was sit­ting on Be­golov’s bed, shak­ing his

    head.




    “But I couldn’t go alone,” Be­golov said.




    “You sure as hell can’t take all those guards,” Re­mo said. “I’m not Pan Amer­ican

    Air­lines.”




    “Just An­dre,” said Be­golov. “My valet. He is al­ways with me.”




    Re­mo thought a mo­ment. “All right. Just An­dre.”




    Chi­un shook his head again.




    “I’ll call him,” Be­golov said.




    Re­mo opened the door a few inch­es.




    Be­golov called out, “An­dre, will you come here, please?”




    An­dre, the tall, thin man, stepped in­side the room. He closed the door be­hind him, saw

    Chi­un on the bed, then turned and saw Be­golov stand­ing with Re­mo.




    “This is him,” Be­golov shout­ed at the top of his voice. “The Amer­ican as­sas­sin. Help,

    An­dre.”




    An­dre backed off a few steps. Out­side the door, Re­mo could hear the thud of heavy feet

    run­ning to­ward the bed­room. An­dre reached in­to his back pock­et and drew a pis­tol. He

    took care­ful aim and shot Be­golov be­tween the eyes.




    Chi­un sat on the bed­spread, shak­ing his head from side to side.




    An­dre point­ed the gun at his own chin, but be­fore he could squeeze the trig­ger, Re­mo

    let Be­golov’s body drop to the floor and had moved over to An­dre, cov­er­ing the ham­mer of

    the re­volver with his own hand to pre­vent its fir­ing.




    The door burst open and the four KGB men rushed in, guns in hand.




    Re­mo took out two of the guns with a sweep­ing kick. The oth­ers fired. Their slugs hit

    An­dre.




    “Crap,” said Re­mo. “Noth­ing ev­er goes right. I was sav­ing him.”




    He let An­dre drop and moved in among the four men who spread out in­to a rough di­amond

    with Re­mo at the cen­ter.




    “Chi­un, are you go­ing to help or are you just go­ing to sit there?”




    “Do not in­vite me in­to your catas­tro­phe now,” Chi­un said. “It is none of my

    do­ing.”




    One of the KGB men turned to cov­er Chi­un with his au­to­mat­ic.




    Chi­un raised his hands in sur­ren­der.




    Two oth­ers grabbed Re­mo’s arms. The third put the gun to Re­mo’s throat.




    “All right, Amer­ican,” the KGB stiff said. “Now we haff you.”




    “You haff noth­ing,” Re­mo said. His two hands moved out from his sides where his arms were

    pinned by the two agents and the backs of his el­bows bent and then slammed up­ward. Two

    Rus­sian ster­nums were cracked and the bones driv­en back­wards in­to two Rus­sian hearts. And

    as Re­mo did it, he was falling back­ward, and the KGB stiff squeezed the trig­ger, but Re­mo

    was not there. He was un­der the shot and then mov­ing up with a stiff butt of his hand in­to

    the soft un­der-​throat of the KGB lead­er who dropped like a stone.




    The man cov­er­ing Chi­un wheeled around and in­stinc­tive­ly squeezed the trig­ger but it

    was too late be­cause Re­mo had twist­ed the gun in on the man him­self, and the bul­let ripped

    in­to his own chest cage.




    Re­mo glared at Chi­un.




    “A fine lot of help you are.”




    “I tried to help you be­fore,” Chi­un said. His arms were fold­ed stub­born­ly over his

    chest. “But no. You could not learn any­thing from the Great Mas­ter Ung. So you let the

    vic­tim in­vite in the as­sas­sin and then you’re sur­prised that he is the as­sas­sin. Re­mo,

    you are hope­less.”




    “That’s enough carp­ing. And that’s al­so enough of the Great Mas­ter Wang and the Greater

    Mas­ter Ung and the Great­est Mas­ter of them all, Mas­ter Ding­dong. No more. I’m done with

    all that.”




    There were sounds in the hall.




    Chi­un was off the bed like a wind­blown wisp of blue smoke.




    “Un­less it is your goal to mur­der the en­tire KGB,” Chi­un said, “we should leave.”




    Re­mo looked out the win­dow, “The bob­bies are al­ready down there.”




    “Then go up,” said Chi­un.




    With Chi­un on­ly a few inch­es be­hind him, Re­mo went out through the win­dow like a

    pis­tol shot and grace­ful­ly som­er­sault­ed up on­to the roof, eight feet above the win­dow

    ledge. The roof was steeply pitched slate, wet and slip­pery in the fog­gy Lon­don night. They

    moved across it as sure­ly as if on rails.




    They went across four roofs be­fore they came down a fire es­cape on War­dour Street and

    Re­mo hailed a cab to go back to the air­port.




    Re­mo sulked in a cor­ner of the cab and Chi­un was silent too, as if in

    com­mis­er­ation.




    “You don’t have to be qui­et, just be­cause you’re feel­ing sor­ry for me,” Re­mo said.




    “I’m not feel­ing sor­ry for you,” Chi­un said. “I’m think­ing.”




    “About what?” Re­mo asked.




    “What will Ru­by screech when you tell her you failed?” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo groaned.


  




  

    CHAPTER NINE




    Mrs. Harold W. Smith was hap­pi­er than she could re­call hav­ing been in years.




    At the start, she had had a mo­ment’s doubt. When her hus­band told her he had hired a new

    as­sis­tant at the san­itar­ium and then that the as­sis­tant was a young wom­an, well, she

    wor­ried a lit­tle about that, be­cause af­ter all Harold W. Smith was a man and he might be

    reach­ing that age when men all seem to go tem­porar­ily or per­ma­nent­ly crazy.




    But the wor­ry had been short-​lived. She knew her hus­band well. And soon, she be­gan to

    won­der why Harold-​even in her mind, it was al­ways Harold, nev­er Har­ry or Hal-​why he had

    not hired an as­sis­tant years be­fore.




    Be­cause sud­den­ly, Harold was get­ting a chance to go out in the af­ter­noons and play

    golf and he was com­ing home for din­ner for the first time in all his years of run­ning that

    ter­ri­ble dull san­itar­ium, and for the first time in many years, Mrs. Smith had oth­er

    things to do with her life than meet with oth­er mem­bers of the Ladies Aid So­ci­ety and roll

    can­cer dress­ings.




    She had tak­en her cook­books out of the shoe box in the hall clos­et and had be­gun again

    to enjoy work­ing in the kitchen. Her moth­er had once told her that a well-​cooked meal was a

    per­for­mance, but no per­for­mance had mean­ing un­less it had an au­di­ence. Now, for the

    first time in years, she had her au­di­ence back.




    Mrs. Smith was busy now pound­ing thin strips of veal in­to pa­per-​thin slices for veal

    parmi­giana. She glanced at the wrist­watch Harold her giv­en her as a present thir­ty years

    be­fore. He would be home any minute. And she would put a glass of white wine in his hand and

    sit him in the liv­ing room with his slip­pers and fif­teen min­utes lat­er she would have on

    the ta­ble a meal fit for a king. Or an em­per­or.




    It had all hap­pened very quick­ly. Harold W. Smith had been think­ing about Re­mo and

    Chi­un’s fail­ure in Lon­don. He had been fed the com­put­er print­outs of the As­so­ci­at­ed

    Press and Unit­ed Press In­ter­na­tion­al wire copy filed on the mass mur­der at the home of

    the Rus­sian am­bas­sador in Lon­don. And he had been driv­ing me­chan­ical­ly, his mind on

    Project Omega, rush­ing re­morse­less­ly to its con­clu­sion which might just be the death of

    the Rus­sian pre­mier and the start of World War III.




    Smith stopped at a red light, be­fore turn­ing off the main street in Rye, New York, up

    in­to the hill sec­tion of town where he lived with his wife in a mod­est tract house whose

    val­ue had in­creased in the ten years he had owned it, from $27,900 to $62,500, and on which

    he of­ten con­grat­ulat­ed him­self, it be­ing the on­ly good per­son­al busi­ness deal he had

    ev­er made in his life.He wasn’t look­ing and then there was a man in the car, lean­ing

    over from the back­seat, with a gun stuck in Smith’s ribs. He spoke with an ac­cent.




    “Drive straight ahead.”




    Two blocks lat­er, the man di­rect­ed him to pull to the curb and park. They both got out of

    the car and in­to a red Chevro­let No­va where a man with a cow­boy hat was sit­ting be­hind

    the wheel.




    Smith au­to­mat­ical­ly record­ed the car’s li­cense num­ber in his mem­ory as they got

    in­to the back­seat. The man in the cow­boy hat looked in­to the rearview mir­ror and his eyes

    met Smith’s.




    “Doc­tor Smith?”




    Smith nod­ded.




    He rec­og­nized Colonel Vass­ily Kar­benko, head of Rus­sia’s spy net­work in the Unit­ed

    States, but he de­cid­ed there would be noth­ing to be gained, and per­haps much to be lost, by

    say­ing any­thing now.




    “Good,” said Kar­benko. “We have much to talk about.” He put the car in­to drive and pulled

    smooth­ly out in­to the late sup­per traf­fic. The man sit­ting next to Smith kept the gun

    pushed in­to Smith’s ribs.




    She called at twen­ty af­ter eight.




    “Miss Gon­za­lez,” Mrs. Smith said. “The doc­tor isn’t home yet.”




    Ru­by pursed her lips. Smith had left the of­fice an hour ago and told Ru­by he was go­ing

    straight home. Straight home for Harold Smith meant straight home, Ru­by knew. It didn’t mean

    stop­ping for gas, for a news­pa­per, for a pack of cigarettes, for a drink at the

    neigh­bor­hood sa­loon. It meant straight home. A nine-​minute drive. Eight min­utes and

    forty-​five sec­onds if he was lucky and missed the light on the cor­ner of Desmond and Bagley

    Streets.




    “Oh, I’m sor­ry, Mrs. Smith. The doc­tor was called in­to the city at the last minute,”

    Ru­by lied. “He asked me to tell you he’s be late. I’m sor­ry.”




    “Oh,” said Mrs. Smith. The dis­ap­point­ment in her voice struck at Ru­by’s heart. “Men just

    have no idea what veal cut­lets cost.”




    “They sure don’t, Mrs. Smith. As soon as I hear from him, I’ll let you know.”




    “Thank you, Miss Gon­za­lez.” Mrs. Smith hung up. She was an­noyed. The least this

    Gon­za­lez girl could have done would be to call be­fore she had got­ten the cut­lets ready for

    the oven.




    Ru­by did not put down the tele­phone. She called the guard­house in front of the

    san­itar­ium and got the li­cense plate num­ber of the red Chevro­let she had seen loi­ter­ing

    across the street.




    She punched up the com­put­er con­sole on Smith’s desk and fed the li­cense plate num­ber

    in­to it. The com­put­er was hooked up through in­ter­lock­ing net­works with com­put­er

    sys­tems all over the coun­try. This time Ru­by picked the New York State mo­tor ve­hi­cle

    records con­nec­tion and wait­ed for a re­turn on the own­er of the car.




    It took two min­utes. The com­put­er sent a mes­sage on­to the small tele­vi­sion-​type

    screen on Smith’s desk.




    “No record of ve­hi­cle reg­is­tra­tion.”




    “Sheeit,” Ru­by mum­bled. “God­damn New York can’t do noth­in’ right.” Since she had moved

    toRye to work for Smith, her life had been a con­tin­uous se­ries of run-​ins with the

    New York State bu­reau­cra­cy, typ­ified by her prob­lems in try­ing to reg­is­ter her white

    Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal in New York. Not on­ly were the state’s au­to reg­is­tra­tion fees the

    high­est in the na­tion but the reg­is­tra­tion form-​which was ac­com­plished in most oth­er

    states on a sin­gle post­card-​sized piece of pa­per-​ran to sev­en sep­arate doc­uments and

    re­quired a law firm to fill out. Ru­by fi­nal­ly sur­ren­dered and kept her Vir­ginia plates

    and if she ev­er got stopped and got any lip from a state troop­er for hav­ing an

    out-​of-​state reg­is­tra­tion, she was go­ing to run the suck­er down.




    She got out the Westch­ester Coun­ty tele­phone book and be­gan ri­fling through the yel­low

    pages.




    She be­gan call­ing all those ser­vice sta­tions list­ed for Rye, New York.




    Ru­by had found that peo­ple were nev­er sus­pi­cious of the stupid, so she turned her

    ac­cent in­to deep drip­ping Al­aba­ma.




    “Hel­lo. Mah name be Madie Jack­son. Ah’s tryin’ to fah­nd me a car ah hits to­day in a

    parkin’ lot. A red No­va. Ah wan­na call the own­er and fix up his car for he.”




    On the twelfth call, she got lucky.




    “Yeah, Madie,” said a black voice from Cochran’s Ser­vice. “That be Gruboff’s car.”




    “Who?”




    “Ig­or Gruboff, some fun­ny name like that. He live up on Ben­jamin Place. He here

    com­plain­in’ all the time. Hey, Madie, what you doin’ af­ter you call him?”




    “De­pends on what ah’s of­fered,” Ru­by said.




    “Ah clos­es down at 11. Then it’s par­ty time.”




    “Look for me,” Ru­by said.




    “What you be driv­in’, Madie?”




    “A blue deuce and a quar­ter,” Ru­by said.




    “All raht,” said the gas sta­tion man. “Hey, Madie, you gonna go see this Gruboff ?”




    “Ah thought ah just call him.”




    “Don’ let him jive you none. He a tight-​ass suck­ah and he be tryin’ to con you ou­ta yo’

    mon­ey.”




    “Thanks, broth­er. Ah be care­ful and ah see you at ‘lev­en.”




    “Ah’ll be wait­ing. You’ll know me. Ah be the hand­some one.”




    “Ah can tell,” Ru­by said and hung up the tele­phone.




    She found Ig­or Gruboff’s ad­dress on Ben­jamin Place in the tele­phone di­rec­to­ry. On a

    hunch, she punched it in­to CURE’S com­put­ers.




    The print­out came back that Ig­or Gruboff, fifty-​one, was a com­mu­ni­ca­tions

    spe­cial­ist, work­ing with mi­cro-​pro­cess­ing. He and his wife had de­fect­ed from Rus­sia

    eigh­teen years ear­li­er, been grant­ed asy­lum, and sev­en years ago had be­come Amer­ican

    cit­izens. Mrs. Gruboff had died two years ear­li­er. Gruboff was em­ployed at Mol­ly

    Elec­tron­ics, which had four gov­ern­ment con­tracts for sil­icon mem­ory chips used in

    space­craft.




    Ru­by nod­ded. So much for the de­fec­tion. Gruboff was still one of them. She re­mem­bered

    the man in the cow­boy hat she had seen be­hind the wheel of the red No­va. Some­how, she

    doubt­ed that that was Gruboff. She punched in the cowboy-​hat de­scrip­tion of the man in­to

    the com­put­er and called for a cor­re­la­tion check against known Rus­sian agents in the

    Unit­ed States.




    The ma­chine re­spond­ed in less than ten sec­onds.




    “Colonel Vass­ily Kar­benko, cul­tur­al at­tache to the Rus­sian Em­bassy in Wash­ing­ton,

    B.C. Forty-​eight years old. Giv­en to wear­ing cow­boy clothes. Ac­tu­al rank, colonel in the

    KGB. Con­sid­ered a per­son­al pro­tege of the Rus­sian pre­mier. In the field, Rus­sia’s

    high­est-​rank­ing spy in the Unit­ed States.”




    On a sheet of white pa­per, Ru­by print­ed in large block let­ters the name and ad­dress of

    Ig­or Gruboff. She left it on Smith’s desk for who­ev­er might find it. In case find­ing it

    be­came nec­es­sary.




    The cel­lar of Ig­or Gruboff’s home had been turned in­to a recre­ation room by putting

    ug­ly knot­ty pine pan­els over ug­ly cin­derblock walls.




    Harold Smith was di­rect­ed to a chair by Vass­ily Kar­benko, who dropped his large Stet­son

    on a ta­ble, then stood look­ing at Smith.




    Ig­or Gruboff stood by the steps lead­ing to the kitchen, his hand in­side his jack­et

    pock­et, hold­ing a re­volver. Smith no­ticed that like al­most all for­eign­ers his trousers

    were too short.




    “Might I ask who you are?” Smith said.




    “You don’t know?” Kar­benko said. He hooked his thumbs in­to his belt loops and leaned back

    against the ta­ble.




    “No, I don’t,” Smith lied. “I don’t go to cow­boy movies.”




    Kar­benko smiled. “Good,” he said. “Very good.




    But sup­pose we just leave it at that. That you don’t know who I am. What is im­por­tant is

    that I know who you are, or, more ac­cu­rate­ly, who you used to be.”




    Smith nod­ded.




    “I want to know about Project Omega,” Kar­benko said.




    “I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about.”




    “Doc­tor Smith, let us clear the air,” Kar­benko said. “Your name is Harold W. Smith. You

    run Fol­croft San­itar­ium. Twen­ty years ago, while work­ing for the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence

    Agen­cy, you de­vised a pro­gram called Project Omega. It was de­signed to bring about the

    as­sas­si­na­tion of cer­tain Rus­sian of­fi­cials if the Unit­ed States should lose a

    nu­cle­ar war. Its al­leged pur­pose was to pre­vent such a war. It suc­ceed­ed. Then you

    re­tired from the ser­vice. Through no fault of yours, Project Omega has been trig­gered. Three

    Rus­sian am­bas­sadors have been killed. The Rus­sian pre­mier is on the list for ex­tinc­tion.

    No one knows how to call off Project Omega. Yet, if it is not stopped be­fore the Rus­sian

    pre­mier is killed, it might well be the first ex­plo­sion in World War III. I have no rea­son

    to be­lieve that you are not a ded­icat­ed Amer­ican pa­tri­ot who does not want his coun­try,

    and the world, rav­aged by nu­cle­ar war. While I rep­re­sent the oth­er side, my goal is

    iden­ti­cal to yours. I find it nec­es­sary that we talk now to try to de­ter­mine if there is

    any way to head off Omega be­fore its dam­age be­comes ir­re­vo­ca­ble. That is why I am

    here.”




    “I told ev­ery­thing I know to of­fi­cials of my govern­ment,” Smith said. He fold­ed his

    arms across his chest.




    “So I was told. How­ev­er, Doc­tor, I do not be­lieve that the cur­rent of­fi­cials of your

    gov­ern­ment and its CIA could find their feet in their shoes. My gov­ern­ment is be­com­ing

    very ner­vous. Any­thing is pos­si­ble now and I need to know ev­ery­thing.”




    Smith was silent.




    “So let us get right to it, shall we? I have been told by Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton that there

    were four tar­gets for CIA as­sas­sins un­der Project Omega. The am­bas­sadors to Rome, Paris,

    and Lon­don, all of whom are dead now, and the Rus­sian pre­mier. Who picked the tar­gets

    ?”




    “I did,” Smith said.




    “How, twen­ty years ago, could you pick to­day’s am­bas­sador and pre­mier? I do not

    un­der­stand or be­lieve this,” Kar­benko said.




    “Two of the tar­gets were ge­ograph­ic picks,” Smith said. “That is, the en­voys to Paris

    and Rome were to be marked for ex­tinc­tion. The as­sas­sins would have op­er­at­ed against

    who­ev­er turned out to be the am­bas­sadors to those coun­tries.”




    “I see,” said Kar­benko. “And the oth­er two? The En­glish am­bas­sador and the

    pre­mier?”




    “I drew up a list of ten young diplo­mats. I was sure the am­bas­sador to Eng­land would be

    on that list.”




    “You gay you drew up a list of ten diplo­mats, Do you mean there are nine more diplo­mats in

    Rus­sia with as­sas­sins trail­ing them around ?”




    “That would be cor­rect,” Smith said, “ex­ceptthat they are dor­mant. They are not in

    a po­si­tion to at­tack be­cause their in­struc­tions were to … er, dis­pose of their man on­ly

    if he was the am­bas­sador to Eng­land.”




    “And the pre­mier? How did you know who would be the pre­mier, here and now, twen­ty years

    lat­er?”




    “I did not. I se­lect­ed six can­di­dates,” Smith said.




    “I find that hard to be­lieve. Twen­ty years ago, you could have polled the Polit­buro and

    their con­sen­sus would not have placed our cur­rent pre­mier in the six most like­ly

    can­di­dates. How did you suc­ceed?”




    “I used dif­fer­ent stan­dards, per­haps, from those of the Polit­buro,” Smith said.




    “And what were those stan­dards?”




    “I se­lect­ed the three most vi­cious and the three dumb­est,” Smith said.




    Gruboff growled near the stair­case but Kar­benko laughed.




    “Un­der the age-​old the­ory that ei­ther the most bru­tal or the dumb­est will pre­vail?”

    Kar­benko asked.




    “Cor­rect,” said Smith. “Nev­er the nor­mal. The bru­tal or the stupid.”




    “I will not ask you in­to which cat­ego­ry our cur­rent pre­mier falls,” said Kar­benko.




    “I wish you wouldn’t,” Smith said.




    “Who se­lect­ed the as­sas­sins ?” asked Kar­benko.




    “An­oth­er CIA man,” Smith an­swered. “Con­rad Mac­Cleary. He is dead now.”




    “And you ex­pect me to be­lieve that you did not know whom he se­lect­ed ?”




    “That’s right,” Smith said. “I didn’t ap­prove of Mac­Cleary. I don’t think I would want to

    know who he se­lect­ed. Or how.”




    “How? How might he se­lect some­body?”




    “In Mac­Cleary’s case,” Smith said, “one could nev­er tell. It might be some­body he

    hus­tled at a card game. Or some drink­ing bud­dy. Or some wom­an he made fall in love with

    him. Some­body with rel­atives in the Unit­ed States that he threat­ened. Or just some­body he

    bribed.”




    “How could this Mac­Cleary have done this with­out leav­ing a record for any­one in the CIA

    ?”




    “Be­cause those were his in­struc­tions,” Smith said. “From Pres­ident Eisen­how­er, through

    me. Of course, no one knew that the project would some­day be trig­gered.”




    Kar­benko nod­ded, and then care­ful­ly and slow­ly brought Smith back over the same

    ground.




    He was not in­ter­est­ed in what this Doc­tor Smith thought he knew or didn’t know. He

    want­ed to find out what Smith ac­tu­al­ly knew and some­times the two things were dif­fer­ent.

    Per­haps Mac­Cleary had dropped a name one night, men­tioned some in­ci­dent, let fall a hint.

    Care­ful in­ter­ro­ga­tion took time and Colonel Vass­ily Kar­benko was ready to use as much

    time as was nec­es­sary.




    He re­flect­ed grim­ly that he had noth­ing else on his sched­ule.




    Ex­cept per­haps World War III.




    Ru­by Jack­son Gon­za­lez parked her white Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal half a block down

    Ben­jamin Place from Ig­or Gruboff’s house.




    She root­ed around in the trunk for a mo­mentand found a Gideon Bible wedged in

    be­hind the spare tire. The Bible was her moth­er’s. When Ru­by used to take her for Sun­day

    drives, the old la­dy would read the Bible and lec­ture Ru­by on driv­ing too fast.




    She had fi­nal­ly stopped when Ru­by in­stalled a gi­ant CB ra­dio for her moth­er to play

    with on those Sun­day drives. She no longer cared how fast Ru­by drove.




    Ru­by’s CB han­dle was “Down Home.” Her moth­er, who wore her hair in­side a ban­dana,

    smoked a corn­cob pipe and nev­er had any­thing on her feet but bed­room slip­pers, called

    her­self “Mid­night Lace.”




    Ru­by rang the door­bell of the Gruboff house. There was no an­swer. She rang the bell

    again, four times, stac­ca­to. When there was still no an­swer, she leaned on the bell

    steadi­ly.




    In the base­ment where the door­bell rang, Kar­benko stared an­gri­ly at it, then or­dered

    Gruboff, “Go an­swer that. Wait. Leave me your gun.”




    The burly Rus­sian gave Kar­benko his pis­tol. Kar­benko placed it on the ta­ble be­hind

    him, with a glance at Smith that was shared com­mis­er­ation, the ac­knowl­edg­ment by one

    pro­fes­sion­al to an­oth­er that some­times one had to do taste­less things in their

    busi­ness.




    Gruboff plod­ded up the steps. The door­bell kept ring­ing. He pulled the door open and saw

    a young black wom­an stand­ing there.




    She raised her right in­dex fin­ger in the air like an eigh­teenth-​cen­tu­ry or­ator

    mak­ing a point. She waved the Gideon Bible in her left hand.




    ” ‘By this, all will know that you are among mydis­ci­ples if you have love among

    your­selves,’ ” she said.




    “Huh?” said Gruboff.




    “I am here to give you a free gift,” Ru­by said. She tried to look past Gruboff down the

    hall­way of his house but his bulky body filled the door­way and sealed off her view.




    “I don’t want any,” Gruboff said gut­tural­ly. He start­ed to close the door.




    “Wait,” said Ru­by. ” ‘A gift is as a pre­cious stone in the eyes of him that hath it;

    whith­er­so­ev­er it tur­neth, it pros­pereth.’ Proverbs.”




    “I told you, I don’t want none,” Gruboff said.




    “I want no mon­ey,” Ru­by said. “I’m go­ing to give you this Bible. And I’m go­ing to give

    you a copy of our free twice-​month­ly mag­azine, the Watch­word. And then you’ll get a copy

    ev­ery two weeks and you’ll get a per­son­al vis­it from me ev­ery five days, rain or shine, so

    we can stand out here on your porch and talk about the Bible.” Un­der her breath, she mum­bled

    “and you can re­al­ly get to hate me.”




    “I’m an athe­ist,” said Gruboff. “I don’t want your Bible.”




    “An athe­ist!” Ru­by said, as if pro­claim­ing a vic­to­ry. ” ‘The fool hath said in his

    heart, there is no God.’ Psalms.”




    “Aaaaaah,” snarled Gruboff.




    “Try this one,” said Ru­by. ” ‘We speak that we do know and tes­ti­fy that we have seen; and

    ye re­ceive not our wit­ness.’ John, Three-​Eleven.”




    “Go away, la­dy.”




    “You’re not in­ter­est­ed in the free Bible?”




    “No.”




    “Not in our free bi-​month­ly mag­azine, the Watch­word!”




    “No,” said Gruboff.




    “Not in my vis­it­ing you ev­ery five days to talk about the scrip­tures? I gen­er­al­ly

    call when you’re in the show­er.”




    “No,” said Gruboff.




    “All right,” said Ru­by. She reached in­to her purse. “One last word.”




    “Just one,” said Gruboff.




    “This is from Acts. Eight-​eigh­teen,” Ru­by said. ” ‘Give me al­so this au­thor­ity that

    any­one up­on whom I lay my hands may re­ceive the holy spir­it.’”




    She smiled at Gruboff. “Here’s yours,” she said. She pulled the re­volver from her purse,

    swung it and cracked Gruboff on the side of the skull. He stag­gered back from the door­way.

    “Move on out, hon­key,” Ru­by said.




    She fol­lowed him in­side and closed the door, and wait­ed for his eyes to clear.




    “Where is he?” she asked. She point­ed the gun at Gruboff, hold­ing it ex­pert­ly low and

    close to her hip so no wild swing of hand or foot could dis­lodge it be­fore she could

    fire.




    “Where is who?” said Gruboff, grog­gi­ly.




    “That’s one,” said Ru­by. She pulled back the slide on the au­to­mat­ic. The lock­ing sound

    was brit­tle hard in the still hall­way. “Try for two? Where is he?”




    Gruboff looked at her, then at the gun.




    “This is a .22 cal­iber Ruger se­mi-​au­to­mat­ic, the weak­est hand­gun in the world,”

    Ru­by said. “The car­tridges are five years old and the gunmay be rusty. Even if I hit

    you right be­tween the eyes, I might not be able to stop you. Now what you have to ask

    your­self is, do you think I’ll get lucky?”




    She was smil­ing at Gruboff but there was no hu­mor in the smile and Gruboff looked at the

    gun again, then grunt­ed, “Down­stairs.”




    “Lead the way. No tricks.”




    Gruboff went down the steps, Ru­by close be­hind him. In the cel­lar, Kar­benko looked up

    and saw the an­guished look on his un­der­ling’s face. He reached be­hind him for the re­volver

    on the ta­ble.




    Gruboff took a step in­to the cel­lar and Ru­by stood be­hind him at the bot­tom of the

    steps, her gun trained on Kar­benko.




    The tall Rus­sian smiled at her.




    “Doc­tor Smith, who is this love­ly la­dy to the res­cue?” he asked.




    “My ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tant,” Smith said.




    “You be all right; Doc­tor?” Ru­by asked.




    “Yes.”




    “Okay. You, Roy Rogers. Get over there on the couch. You too, go­ril­la.” She waved with the

    gun.




    Gruboff moved in front of her and, as he did, Colonel Kar­benko snatched the gun from the

    ta­ble be­hind him and sprint­ed the one step to­ward Smith where he stood be­hind the CURB

    di­rec­tor and put the bar­rel of the gun against Smith’s tem­ple.




    “Sheeit,” said Ru­by.




    “Put down your weapon, lit­tle la­dy,” said Kar­benko.




    Stub­born­ly, Ru­by held the weapon on Karbenkq for a mo­ment. Then slow­ly her hand

    wa­vered and dropped. Gruboff stepped over and yanked the au­to­mat­ic from her hand.




    He raised his oth­er hand to punch her but was stopped by a barked com­mand from

    Kar­benko.




    “None of that, Ig­or,” he said.




    Ig­or glared at Ru­by with ha­tred. There was a large pur­plish bruise blos­som­ing on the

    side of his face where Ru­by had hit him.




    “I know you not sell Bible,” he said to her.




    “Three more min­utes and I coul­da sold you your own car, dum­my,” Ru­by said.




    “Over here,” Kar­benko said. He mo­tioned Ru­by to a seat on the couch next to Smith.




    “Now, Doc­tor,” Kar­benko said, “ev­ery­thing grows vast­ly more com­pli­cat­ed. I be­lieved

    what you told me about Project Omega. But now some­thing tells me that ev­ery­thing is not

    quite right.”




    “Why?” Smith asked.




    “Be­cause I know very few san­itar­ium di­rec­tors whose ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tants

    car­ry au­to­mat­ics.”




    “If you lived in my neigh­bor­hood, you’d car­ry a sub­ma­chine gun,” Ru­by said.




    Kar­benko smiled. “Clever, child. But it will not do.”




    He looked at Smith. “I was will­ing to risk my con­tact with you,” he said. “I had even made

    prepa­ra­tions for Ig­or here to re­turn to Rus­sia since his cov­er was so ob­vi­ous­ly blown

    by help­ing me pick you up. But now, not just you . . . this girl, too. You have put me in a

    very awk­ward sit­ua­tion, Doc­tor Smith.”




    “You have my deep­est sym­pa­thy,” Smith said.




    Kar­benko picked the re­volver up from the ta­ble and heft­ed it in his hand.




    “You know what I must do, don’t you ?”




    An­oth­er voice came in­to the cel­lar.




    “No. What must you do?”




    Ru­by turned. It was Re­mo. He was stand­ing at the foot of the stairs along­side Ig­or.

    Chi­un was next to him. Ig­or turned, a dumb­found­ed look on his face, be­cause he had not

    heard them come down the stairs.




    He point­ed the au­to­mat­ic at Re­mo and his fin­ger be­gan to squeeze on the trig­ger.

    Re­mo clutched Ig­or’s wrist. His fin­gers searched out a bun­dle of nerves on the bot­tom side

    of the wrist. Ig­or’s trig­ger fin­ger could squeeze no more.




    “Who’s in charge here?” Re­mo asked.




    “I am,” Kar­benko said cold­ly.




    Re­mo looked at Ig­or. “Sor­ry, Kong. But you’re just bag­gage.” He re­leased Ig­or’s wrist.

    Ig­or con­tin­ued squeez­ing the trig­ger. Ru­by was sur­prised that the tired old .22

    au­to­mat­ic went off. Ig­or was even more sur­prised, be­cause when it fired, the gun was

    point­ing up in­to Ig­or’s chin. The bul­let ran through the soft flesh and buried it­self in

    his brain. Ig­or dropped.




    “I thought you nev­er get here,” Ru­by screeched.




    “Shut up, you,” said Re­mo, “or I’m leav­ing. You’re next, Tex.”




    Kar­benko aimed the pis­tol at Re­mo.




    “Who are these peo­ple, Smith?” he said.




    “Two more of my ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tants,” Smith said. “Re­mo, don’t kill him.”




    “Hold, hold,” said Chi­un. “What is this? Who is an ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tant?”




    “Why not kill him?” Re­mo asked Smith. “Ev­ery­body knows the on­ly good cow­boy is a dead

    cow­boy.”




    Chi­un was jump­ing up and down. “An ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tant? Who? Not me. Who then?

    What did you mean by that, Em­per­or Smith?”




    “Don’t kill him,” Smith re­peat­ed to Re­mo. “We need Colonel Kar­benko.”




    When he heard Smith speak his name, Kar-​benko’s eyes shift­ed slight­ly to­ward the thin

    bald­ing doc­tor, sit­ting on the couch. Just a tiny shift, done and over in a frac­tion of a

    sec­ond. Then he looked back to­ward the young Amer­ican and the old Ori­en­tal, but they were

    not there. He felt the gun be­ing snatched from his hand by the Ori­en­tal and the Amer­ican,

    the one called Re­mo, was pro­pelling him back­ward in­to a chair.




    “Sit down and be­have your­self,” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t seem to have much choice, pard­ner,” Kar­benko said.




    “Smile when you call me that,” Re­mo said.




    “Who is an ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tant?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN




    It was all de­cid­ed very swift­ly.




    Smith’s plan was sim­ple.




    It was im­pos­si­ble, he said, for the Rus­sians to pro­tect their pre­mier from an

    as­sas­sin who might be any­body, any­where around him. But there was one way to save the

    pre­mier.




    Bring him to Amer­ica. Alone. With­out an en­tourage.




    And then if he were mur­dered, Amer­ica would have to take the blame in the eyes of the

    world and Rus­sia’s lead­er­ship would be jus­ti­fied in do­ing what it felt it had to do.




    “It is risky,” Kar­benko said.




    “It is risky for us too,” Smith said. “But at least it has a chance of suc­cess. Leav­ing

    your pre­mier in Rus­sia is not risky at all. He will be dead in no more than a few days.”




    “What makes you think I can con­vince him?” Kar­benko said.




    “I know more about you, Colonel, than you think,” Smith said. “The pre­mier re­gards you as

    a son. He will lis­ten to your rec­om­men­da­tion.”




    Kar­benko nod­ded. “Yes, he will.”




    “Then make it,” Smith urged. “And then wecan join forces in pro­tect­ing the pre­mier

    here un­til the as­sas­sin is un­cov­ered.”




    Kar­benko’s eyes crin­kled as he thought.




    “Okay, pard­ner. You got a deal,” he said.




    “Whoopee ti-​yi-​yo,” Re­mo said.




    “He must have meant you when he said ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tant,” Chi­un said to

    Re­mo.


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    The car­pet was a gold woolen pile, deep enough to drop a dime in­to and lose sight of the

    coin. The desk was a gi­ant oak­en box. It had once been used by Stal­in. When Khrushchev had

    come in­to pow­er and at­tacked Stal­in’s rep­uta­tion, the desk had been put in­to the

    Krem­lin base­ment along with the oth­er trash.




    But then, ,a few years lat­er, when he, too, was safe­ly out of of­fice, Khrushchev’s own

    rep­uta­tion had been at­tacked. So the teak desk he had bought for the pre­mier’s of­fice was

    put in­to the base­ment and Stal­in’s desk dragged out, re-​fin­ished, pol­ished, and put back

    in the sixth-​floor of­fice.




    But the rug that Khr­uschev had in­stalled was too new and the Stal­in rug too old and worn

    and thread­bare to be re­in­stalled, so the gold rug was left on the floor.




    Some­times the new pre­mier en­vied Amer­ica. The White House, he was told, still had a

    Lin­coln bed. There were signs all over Amer­ican an­nounc­ing where George Wash­ing­ton had

    slept. Pres­idents’ homes were na­tion­al shrines. InAmer­ica, heroes re­mained heroes

    and his­to­ry re­mained his­to­ry.




    Not so in the Krem­lin. The Krem­lin even had a man as­signed to its cus­to­di­al

    de­part­ment whose sole job was to con­tin­ue shift­ing around fur­ni­ture when­ev­er the

    Krem­lin de­cid­ed to change its read­ing of past his­to­ry.




    The cur­rent pre­mier had de­cid­ed in his first day in of­fice nev­er to buy fur­ni­ture

    for it. He would use what­ev­er was left over and was po­lit­ical­ly re­li­able, be­cause he

    re­gard­ed it as a waste of time to buy desks and chairs and ta­bles, know­ing that in a

    cou­ple of years af­ter his demise or dis­pos­al, they would prob­ably wind up in the Krem­lin

    cel­lar too as his own suc­ces­sor be­gan to rewrite his­to­ry.




    The on­ly thing in the of­fice that was pure was the globe. It had once be­longed to Lenin.

    Ev­ery­body liked Lenin.




    The pre­mier was reach­ing for the tele­phone when his of­fice door opened and a gen­er­al

    whose green uni­form was fes­tooned with a chest­ful of medals and rib­bons walked in. He led a

    con­tin­gent of sev­en men.




    The pre­mier looked up, star­tled. The gen­er­al had not knocked. The pre­mier slid his

    chair back ready to dive un­der the desk, in case bul­lets start­ed fly­ing.




    “Gen­er­al Arkov,” the pre­mier said. “What brings you here in such a hur­ry?”




    “Quick, men,” the gen­er­al said. “Check ev­ery­thing.”




    This is it, the pre­mier thought. Some­one had mount­ed a coup against him and in a mo­ment,

    hewould have a bul­let in the brain, the per­son­al gift of Gen­er­al Arkov, head of the

    KGB.




    The sev­en men with Arkov be­gan scur­ry­ing about the of­fice. Two went in­to the

    bath­room. One dropped to the rug and be­gan look­ing un­der the chairs and so­fa. An­oth­er

    crawled un­der the pre­mier’s desk. Two had elec­tron­ic de­vices and they scanned the walls

    and elec­tri­cal switch­es.




    Gen­er­al Arkov stood in the door­way, watch­ing his men. Af­ter a few min­utes, they all

    re­turned to stand in front of him, shak­ing their heads.




    “All right,” Arkov said. “Take po­si­tions.” The men spread out around the room and Arkov

    looked, for the first time, at the pre­mier.




    Sur­prised that he was still alive, and thus em­bold­ened, the pre­mier’s voice was

    sharp.




    “Now I sup­pose you will tell me what this is all about?” he said.




    “Se­my­on Be­golov is dead. An as­sas­sin got him in Lon­don, and four of our men as­signed

    to pro­tect him.”




    “Dead? Who?”




    “His valet.”




    “An­dre some­thing? I re­mem­ber him,” the pre­mier said. “He seemed like a qui­et enough

    sort.”




    “He was. Un­til last night when he put a bul­let in­to Be­golov’s head. That is why we are

    here.”




    “To put a bul­let in­to my head?” the pre­mier said, and as soon as he had said it, he

    wished he hadn’t. Arkov’s eyes nar­rowed as if a joke were a sign of weak­ness and he must

    for­ev­er af­ter keep a close watch on the pre­mier.




    “No, pre­mier. To make sure that no as­sas­sin tries to do the same to you.”




    The pre­mier looked around the of­fice at the sev­en KGB men. They stood watch­ing him,

    look­ing ill at ease, shift­ing their weight from foot to foot.




    “And I am sup­posed to work like this?” the pre­mier said.




    “I am sor­ry but we have no al­ter­na­tive. We must pro­tect you the best way we can.”




    “Pro­tect me from the out­side of­fice.”




    “No.” The an­swer was flat and for­mal and fi­nal.




    The pre­mier shrugged. His tele­phone rang. His hand reached for the tele­phone but be­fore

    he could get to it, one of the KGB men had in­ter­cept­ed him. The man picked up the tele­phone

    him­self, cau­tious­ly, be­fore speak­ing in­to it.




    “There are many de­vices, Pre­mier,” Gen­er­al Arkov ex­plained. “A sound sig­nal could come

    over a tele­phone that could par­alyze you. A nee­dle might have been in­sert­ed in­to the

    ear­piece of your re­ceiv­er, so it could punc­ture your brain when you talk on the phone.”




    “I think some­body punc­tured your brain,” the pre­mier grum­bled. He looked up an­gri­ly at

    the KGB agent who had fin­ished in­spect­ing the tele­phone and hand­ed it to him.




    It was the pre­mier’s sec­re­tary ask­ing if he want­ed cof­fee.




    “No. Vod­ka,” he growled. “A big glass. With ice.”




    “So ear­ly in the day?” she said.




    “You too?” he asked. “Bet­ter yet, bring me a bot­tle.”




    “You know what the doc­tor said, sir.”




    “And you know what I said. A bot­tle and a glass. Skip the ice.”




    That there was no work­ing in the of­fice be­came clear in on­ly min­utes. Ev­ery time the

    tele­phone rang, one of the agents in­ter­cept­ed the call. Ev­ery time the in­ter­com buzzed,

    the agent with the small elec­tron­ic-​box scanned it be­fore al­low­ing him to an­swer. His

    vod­ka was taste-​test­ed be­fore he was al­lowed any. He poured twice the size drink he had

    planned.




    When his news­pa­pers ar­rived, an­oth­er agent went through each page first for hid­den

    bombs and then Gen­er­al Arkov and they de­bat­ed on whether the ink of the pa­per it­self

    might be poi­soned and whether it should be sent out for lab­ora­to­ry anal­ysis.




    The pre­mier re­solved the prob­lem for them. He jerked the pa­per from Arkov’s hands.




    “Give me that news­pa­per,” he said. He walked to­ward the door to his pri­vate

    bath­room.




    “Where are you go­ing?” Arkov said.




    “To the bath­room, where do you think?”




    “Just a mo­ment,” Arkov said. “Men.”




    Two men scur­ried in­to the bath­room. They closed the door be­hind them. The pre­mier heard

    the faucet run­ning. He heard the medicine cab­inet be­ing opened and closed. He heard the

    toi­let flush. He heard the show­er run and then the bath wa­ter. He heard the toi­let flush

    again.




    He rocked back and forth from foot to foot, wait­ing.




    The medicine cab­inet again. The toi­let for a third time.




    “Dammit, Arkov,” he roared. “I’ve got to go.”




    “Just a mo­ment, sir,” Arkov said.




    “An­oth­er mo­ment and you’re go­ing to have to send out to get me new pants.”




    The two KGB men left the bath­room and the pre­mier shoved them aside, hur­ry­ing

    in­side.




    He read the news­pa­per care­ful­ly, from front to back. Stub­born­ly, he rubbed his

    fin­ger­tips over the ink of the pages and, when he was done, his fin­gers were stained black

    with the oily gum of the ink.




    He washed his hands.




    “Did you check the soap to see if it’s poi­soned?” he yelled out.




    “No,” called back Arkov. The pre­mier heard men scur­ry­ing to­ward the bath­room door. He

    leaned over and locked it.




    “Good,” he said.




    When he was done wash­ing his hands, he dropped the news­pa­per in­to the waste bas­ket in

    the bath­room and went out­side. Three agents were dis­man­tling the over­head light.




    “Look­ing for a death ray gun, I sup­pose,” the pre­mier said.




    “Or a bomb,” Arkov said.




    “Id­iot. Did it ev­er oc­cur to you that our three am­bas­sadors have been killed by

    hu­mans? By peo­ple close to them? Why should I be dif­fer­ent? Why should I be killed by a

    de­vice or a ma­chine?”




    “I can­not take chances, Ex­cel­len­cy,” the gen­er­al said.




    “And I can’t take this non­sense. I’m go­ing home. Call me when the pro­le­tari­at throws

    off its chains. Or you find an as­sas­sin lurk­ing in mydesk draw­er or my inkwell.

    Whichev­er comes first.”




    Gen­er­al Arkov in­sist­ed up­on rid­ing in the back seat of the limou­sine with the

    pre­mier. The KGB chief kept his hol­ster un­but­toned and his right hand on the butt of his

    gun, and a watch­ful eye on the man who had been the pre­mier’s driv­er for al­most ten

    years.




    Three KGB men rode in a car in front of the pre­mier and four more in a car fol­low­ing

    them. At Arkov’s di­rec­tion, the road lead­ing out of Moscow had been sealed to all oth­er

    traf­fic and the pre­mier did not see an­oth­er mov­ing car dur­ing the en­tire thir­ty-​minute

    drive to the small house in the coun­try­side out­side Moscow.




    The large wall sur­round­ing the small house was a new ad­di­tion, but the rest of the house

    was much as it had been when the pre­mier was young and still work­ing his way up through the

    Com­mu­nist Par­ty ranks, when it had been him and Ni­na, just him and Ni­na, and a hope that

    he would sur­vive the Stal­in purges and the Khrushchev counter-​purges and the con­tin­uous

    plot­ting in the KGB and the Army.




    He had sur­vived them all. And now he led. There were par­ty con­gress­es and com­mit­tees

    and the se­cret po­lice and the mil­itary and the more-​bread-​and-​but­ter fac­tions, all the

    groups who were try­ing to im­press on Moth­er Rus­sia their own blueprint for the fu­ture. But

    there was on­ly one pre­mier and his hand was the hand on the nu­cle­ar but­ton.




    Odd that he should think of that, he re­al­ized. With Amer­ica lay­ing back all over the

    world after it de­clined to fight for vic­to­ry in Viet­nam, the Rus­sian pro­gram for the

    world was pro­ceed­ing on sched­ule. Black Africa was slow­ly com­ing un­der Com­mu­nist

    con­trol. All the Amer­icans had left in Africa was South Africa and they seemed in­tent up­on

    de­stroy­ing that.




    Ev­ery time he read an Amer­ican press re­port con­demn­ing South Africa, he had to sti­fle

    a laugh. The pre­vi­ous week, he had read one re­spect­ed pa­per lament­ing the in­jus­tice

    that in South Africa, on­ly whites could vote. Ap­par­ent­ly it had nev­er oc­curred to them

    that in the rest of Africa, no­body could vote.




    But that was a pic­ture of Amer­ica ly­ing down and dy­ing, and this was some­thing

    dif­fer­ent. There were as­sas­sins about, as­sas­sins bought and paid for in some

    mys­te­ri­ous way by Amer­ica twen­ty years ear­li­er, and three am­bas­sadors had been killed

    and he was the next tar­get.




    Would he start a nu­cle­ar war to save his own life? The pre­mier won­dered. No mat­ter how

    pow­er­ful a man was, no mat­ter what re­spon­si­bil­ities he had to his­to­ry and to his

    home­land, he nev­er came eas­ily to the idea of death. At the ad­vice of his sec­re­tari­at,

    the pre­mier had not yet ac­cused the Unit­ed States pub­licly of the em­bassy mur­ders. It

    would be an easy mat­ter to get most of the world to be­lieve that the U.S. had plot­ted and

    car­ried them out. All the Amer­ican news­pa­pers would be­lieve the sto­ry. And while that

    might serve Rus­sia’s short-​term in­ter­ests, it would al­so point out, even to the stupid,

    that the Unit­ed States had some­how in­fil­trat­ed the per­son­al staffs of three of the

    So­vi­et’s top diplo­mats.




    And that did not at all look like the pic­ture of a coun­try play­ing dead. It would look

    like a CIA on the move and he was not sure he want­ed to en­cour­age that pic­ture. The Third

    World fol­lowed pow­er.




    The KGB men made him wait in the car while they went in­side and searched the house and a

    few min­utes lat­er when he was al­lowed to en­ter, he was met in­side the door by Ni­na.




    The pre­mier’s wife was a dozen years younger than he was. She had been beau­ti­ful, but

    now, in her ear­ly fifties, her legs were bloom­ing in­to tele­phone poles and her hips in­to a

    has­sock. But her face was still vi­brant and pret­ty with the peas­ant shrewd­ness in it that

    she had al­ways had. Amer­ican politi­cians’ wives al­ways seemed to get thin­ner as their

    hus­bands got more suc­cess­ful. He won­dered why Rus­sian wives tend­ed to im­itate haystacks,

    but he had no chance to pon­der the ques­tion be­cause Ni­na was stamp­ing her siz­able foot

    and de­mand­ing, “Who are these lu­natics and what are they do­ing in my house?”




    “Se­cu­ri­ty, dear,” he said.




    “Well, your pre­cious se­cu­ri­ty has just de­stroyed a cake I have been bak­ing for over an

    hour. It will be a lump of lead now.”




    “Talk to Gen­er­al Arkov about it, Ni­na. He is in charge of com­plaints to­day. He has

    ig­nored all mine; maybe you’ll be luck­ier.”




    He be­gan to walk in­to the kitchen but was stopped by one of the agents who went in­side,

    checked it all first, fin­ish­ing up his in­spec­tion by stick­ing his head in­to the

    re­frig­er­ator, ap­par­ent­ly to make sure no clever Amer­ican as­sassin, dis­guised as an ear

    of corn, was hid­ing in there.




    The pre­mier lost his tem­per. Fi­nal­ly it was de­cid­ed that he and Ni­na could be alone

    in the kitchen. Gen­er­al Arkov would guard the door to the rest of the house. Two agents would

    stand out­side the door lead­ing to the rear yard and the oth­er five agents would stand

    out­side each of the win­dows, to make sure there was no at­tack through the win­dows.




    “Fine,” said the pre­mier.




    “Yes,” said Arkov. “One thing.”




    “What?”




    “Keep your heads down.”




    Ni­na poured the pre­mier a glass of vod­ka and her­self a glass of white wine, then sat

    fac­ing him across the kitchen ta­ble.




    “This is bad,” she said.




    He shrugged. “Three am­bas­sadors of ours have been killed. I am sup­posed to be next.”




    “Who is sup­posed to kill you?”




    “No one knows. A se­cret Amer­ican spy.”




    She clinked glass­es with him and he drank deeply from his wa­ter glass.




    “It is bad,” she said.




    “Things have been bad be­fore,” he said. He slumped back in the chair and looked around the

    kitchen. “Things were bad when we bought this house. We did not know if we would live or die. I

    lost my place in the Polit­buro in one of the purges. Still you man­aged to make do.”




    “We al­ways did.”




    “No,” he cor­rect­ed. “You al­ways did.” He reached across the ta­ble and touched her

    hand.




    “With­out a job, you fed us. When I had no mon­ey, some­how you fur­nished this house and

    made it home for us. When I had no prospects, you made sure that I al­ways wore new clothes and

    shiny shoes.”




    “So what did you ex­pect?” Ni­na asked with a smile that il­lu­mi­nat­ed her face and showed

    off her once-​up­on-​a-​time beau­ty. “Some kind of Amer­ican wife that if you want a piece of

    bread toast­ed, you have to go out and buy her two new ma­chines? And a life­time mem­ber­ship

    in cook­ing school?”




    “No. You are not that,” the pre­mier said. “You could al­ways make do. You even had meat on

    the ta­ble when no one else had meat. How do you do it?”




    “I’m re­al­ly the Grand Duchess Anas­ta­sia in dis­guise and I pawned the czar’s jew­els,”

    she said.




    “You couldn’t be Anas­ta­sia,” he said.




    “Why not?”




    “You’re too good a Com­mu­nist. Be­sides, you’re beau­ti­ful and Anas­ta­sia looked like the

    bot­tom of a boot.”




    She was about to an­swer when the tele­phone on the wall, next to the oven, rang. The

    pre­mier reached a lazy hand for it but Gen­er­al Arkov burst in­to the room and took the

    tele­phone him­self. He in­spect­ed the in­stru­ment and held the re­ceiv­er to his ear for a

    mo­ment, while the pre­mier saw the look of dis­gust on Ni­na’s face and tried to stop him­self

    from laugh­ing. Fi­nal­ly, Arkov hand­ed him the tele­phone.




    “It’s Colonel Kar­benko,” he said. “His call isbe­ing scram­bled at both ends and

    trans­ferred here from your of­fice. You can speak freely.”




    “Thank you, Arkov,” the pre­mier said. “Hel­lo, Vass­ily, how are you? How are the cat­tle

    when you’re rid­ing the range?”




    The pre­mier lis­tened for a mo­ment, then said, “Don’t tell me you’re wor­ried, too,

    Vass­ily.”




    He held the tele­phone away from his ear so that Ni­na could hear the young spy’s voice from

    Amer­ica.




    “Yes, Com­rade. But I think I have a way to in­sure your safe­ty and…”




    “And?”




    “And if that fails, it will solve our po­lit­ical prob­lem of at­tack­ing the

    Amer­icans.”




    “What is it, Vass­ily? Any­thing is bet­ter than hav­ing these KGB men in­side my hat.”

    Gen­er­al Arkov winced and the pre­mier smiled. Al­though Arkov was Kar­benko’s su­pe­ri­or in

    the KGB, Kar-​benko had much greater po­lit­ical sup­port among the coun­try’s top lead­ers,

    be­cause of his friend­ship with the pre­mier, and while Arkov could dis­like him, he could do

    very lit­tle else.




    “This is the idea, Pre­mier. Do not put the blame for the deaths of these am­bas­sadors on

    the Amer­icans. In­stead, an­nounce that you are com­ing to Amer­ica im­me­di­ate­ly to

    dis­cuss the killings with the Amer­ican Pres­ident. That puts the blame on them with­out

    putting the blame on them.”




    “And what does that have to do with my safe­ty?” the pre­mier asked.




    “It is sim­ple, sir. You will come alone. It would seem that the CIA as­sas­sin, who­ev­er

    he might be,is some­one close to you. So you come alone. The as­sas­sin does not

    ac­com­pa­ny you. You can spend time in Amer­ica while we track down the as­sas­sin.”




    “And sup­pose I am . . . what do you cow­boys say, rubbed out in Amer­ica?”




    “That’s gang­sters, pre­mier, not cow­boys. But if you’re gunned down, then Amer­ica

    clear­ly bears the re­spon­si­bil­ity for it and our gov­ern­ment will do what­ev­er it has to

    do. But there is much less chance of that hap­pen­ing here than there. Even in your own house,

    you might not be safe.”




    “I know it,” the pre­mier said. “I ex­pect Arkov’s men to come in any minute and start

    chew­ing on my shoes. Come alone, you said?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “What about Arkov?”




    “Alone, Com­rade,” Kar­benko in­sist­ed.




    “I think you’re right,” the pre­mier said. “I think it’s a mar­velous idea. I will see you

    very soon.”




    He hung up the tele­phone. “You will be hap­py to learn, Arkov, that I am go­ing to Amer­ica

    to try to flee this as­sas­sin.”




    “The Unit­ed States?” Arkov said. “You will be a tar­get there for ev­ery lu­natic.”




    “I will take my chances. I am go­ing to Amer­ica.”




    “I will get ready,” Arkov said.




    “No, Gen­er­al. I am go­ing alone.”




    Arkov opened his mouth to ar­gue. The pre­mier’s brows dropped, and his ex­pres­sion

    frost­ed over, and the KGB chief stopped.




    The pre­mier wait­ed un­til he left the kitchen,the strut gone from his walk, his

    shoul­ders slump­ing.




    Then he asked Ni­na, “Well, what do you think?”




    “I think you’re mak­ing a mis­take,” she said.




    “You too? You don’t want me to go?”




    “No. I think Amer­ica is the safest place for you.”




    “Then what’s the mis­take?”




    “You said you were go­ing alone,” Ni­na said. “That’s the mis­take. I’m go­ing with

    you.”


  




  

    CHAPTER TWELVE




    Re­mo and Chi­un wait­ed in an of­fice just out­side Smith’s of­fice and Ru­by Gon­za­lez

    watched them as if she ex­pect­ed them to try to steal her jar of rub­ber ce­ment.




    “She makes you feel want­ed, doesn’t she?” Re­mo asked.




    “It will be a hap­py day in my life,” said Chi­un, “when you two present me with a child.

    Then I will no longer have to as­so­ciate with ei­ther of you.”




    “Hah!” Ru­by said.




    “Fat chance,” Re­mo said.




    “And then I will bring him up cor­rect­ly as be­fits a new Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” said

    Chi­un, ig­nor­ing them. “I have gone as far as I can with you.”




    “Nev­er gonna hap­pen,” Ru­by said.




    “On­ly be­cause I don’t want it to hap­pen,” Re­mo said. “If I want­ed it to hap­pen, it’d

    hap­pen. You can count on that.” He glared at Ru­by.




    “You talk a lot of mess,” Ru­by said.




    “Yeah?” said Re­mo. “I want you to know that I’ve got twen­ty-​sev­en sep­arate steps that I

    fol­low to bring a wom­an to ec­sta­sy. They nev­er fail.”




    “You couldn’t re­mem­ber twen­ty-​sev­en steps,” Ru­by said.




    “Don’t say any­thing now you’re go­ing to re­gret lat­er,” Re­mo said.




    “I will pay one thou­sand gold pieces for a healthy male child,” Chi­un an­nounced.




    “Each?” asked Ru­by.




    “Each what?” said Chi­un.




    “One thou­sand to me and one thou­sand to him?”




    “No. One thou­sand to­tal,” Chi­un said. “Do you think I’m made of gold pieces ?”




    “Not enough,” Ru­by said. “Five hun­dred ain’t enough to pay me for my sac­ri­fice.”




    “No, hah?” said Re­mo. “Sac­ri­fice, hah? All right. You can have my five hun­dred gold

    pieces.”




    “Then we have a deal,” Chi­un said.




    “I’ll think about it,” said Ru­by.




    “I won’t,” said Re­mo. “I will not sell my body for mere gold.”




    “Be qui­et, white thing,” Chi­un said. “This does not con­cern you.”




    “What kind of gold pieces?” Ru­by sud­den­ly asked, her voice cold­ly sus­pi­cious.




    “Nice lit­tle ones,” Chi­un said.




    “I want Kruger­rands,” Ru­by said.




    “Have you no shame?” said Re­mo. “Sup­port­ing the racist regime of South Africa?”




    “Lis­ten, hon­ey, when you talk­ing cur­ren­cy, South Africa be good,” Ru­by said. “That

    Kruger-​rand, that’s bet­ter than dol­lars.”




    The buzzer rang on Ru­by’s desk. She an­swered it, then nod­ded to Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Doc­tor Smith wants you now.”




    “He can wait,” Chi­un said. “This is im­por­tant.”




    “He’s try­ing to stop World War III, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “That’s im­por­tant, too.”




    Chi­un dis­missed World War III with a wave of his hand. “One thou­sand Kruger­rands to

    you,” he told Ru­by. “And you give me his healthy male child.”




    “Chi­un, dammit. That’s like a hun­dred and six­ty thou­sand dol­lars,” Re­mo said.




    “A hun­dred and sev­en­ty-​one this morn­ing,” Ru­by said.




    Re­mo glared at her. “You can buy the whole spawn of some cities for that,” he said.




    “I know what I want,” Chi­un said. “We have an agree­ment?” he pressed at Ru­by.




    “I got to think about it,” she said. “I ain’t givin’ it up cheap.”




    In­side his of­fice, Smith was drum­ming the fin­gers of both hands on top of his desk. He

    told Re­mo and Chi­un, “I have spo­ken to Colonel Kar-​benko. The Rus­sian pre­mier is

    ar­riv­ing this af­ter­noon at Dulles Air­port in Wash­ing­ton. Four­fif­teen.”




    “Good,” said Chi­un. “We will make his death a les­son for all those ev­ery­where who would

    dare to tri­fle with this glo­ri­ous coun­try of the Con­sti­tu­tion, Em­per­or.”




    Smith shook his head. “No, no, no, no.”




    He looked at Re­mo for help. Re­mo looked out the win­dow.




    “I want you both to make sure noth­ing hap­pens to him while he’s here,” Smith said. “Un­til

    this miss­ing as­sas­sin can be turned up.”




    “AH right,” Re­mo said.




    “Of course, mighty Em­per­or,” said Chi­un. “Your friends are our friends.”




    “Kar­benko is meet­ing him at the air­port,” Smith said.




    “He knows we’re com­ing?” asked Re­mo.




    “Not ex­act­ly.”




    “How not ex­act­ly?” Re­mo said.




    “He wouldn’t hear of hav­ing any Amer­ican per­son­nel in­volved. He wants to do it on his

    own.”




    “Very wise,” Chi­un said.




    “He runs a risk of los­ing the man,” Smith said. “But it’s a mat­ter of pride with him.”




    “Very fool­ish,” Chi­un said.




    “We’ll keep him alive,” Re­mo said. “That’s it?”




    Smith looked at him for a mo­ment, then turned slow­ly in his chair to look out the one-​way

    win­dows to­ward Long Is­land Sound. “That’s it. For now.”




    Re­mo had heard those “for nows” be­fore. He stared at Smith’s back. The CURE di­rec­tor

    con­tin­ued, look­ing out the win­dow.




    Out­side Fol­croft, Chi­un said to Re­mo, “I do not un­der­stand this. Rus­sia is your

    coun­try’s en­emy, cor­rect?”




    “Yes.”




    “Then why are we sav­ing the head of all the Rus­sias? Why do we not kill him and in­stall

    our own man on their throne?”




    “Chi­un,” Re­mo said de­ci­sive­ly. “Who knows?”




    Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton was walk­ing around the perime­ter of his of­fice. The

    click­ingsound of the pe­dome­ter on his hip gave him a sense of sat­is­fac­tion. It was

    the first time he had felt rea­son­ably good since he had been tak­en out of his of­fice in a

    Hefty bag.




    Not that he had for­got­ten that. He nev­er would. And he would get even, he vowed. With the

    dark-​eyed Amer­ican. With the old Ori­en­tal. That black wom­an who set it all up. His own

    sec­re­tary who al­lowed it to hap­pen.




    He would fix them all. In due time.




    It prob­ably had been eas­ier in the old days. He could have just un­leashed a CIA hit team,

    giv­en them their tar­gets and told them to do it. And af­ter­wards, they would be whisked out

    of the coun­try, set to work in a for­eign mis­sion some­where, and that would be that.




    It was dif­fer­ent now. Try to find some­body who’d do a lit­tle dirty work with­out

    wor­ry­ing all the time about be­ing ar­rest­ed and in­dict­ed. Try to find one who could do it

    with­out writ­ing a book about it lat­er on.




    When it came time to write his book, he’d let them know what he thought. All of them.




    When his pri­vate tele­phone line rang, it was the Pres­ident telling him that the pre­mier

    of Rus­sia was ar­riv­ing that af­ter­noon.




    “He can’t,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “Why not, Cap?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “We haven’t had a chance to put to­geth­er any kind of se­cu­ri­ty ar­range­ments,”

    Stant­ing­ton said.




    “That’s not your con­cern. I’m just alert­ing you so you know what’s hap­pen­ing in case you

    hear any­thing lat­er.”




    Stant­ing­ton de­pressed the but­ton on his tele­phone tape recorder.




    “Of­fi­cial­ly, Mis­ter Pres­ident, I have to ad­vise you that I am against this en­tire

    idea. I think it is need­less­ly risky, fraught with per­il, and ill-​ad­vised.”




    “I have re­ceived and not­ed your opin­ion,” the Pres­ident said with chill in his voice as

    he hung up.




    All right, Stant­ing­ton thought. He was on record. When things went wrong, as they were

    bound to lat­er, he could tell any Con­gres­sion­al com­mit­tee with a clear mind and heart

    that he had ad­vised the Pres­ident against this course of ac­tion. And he had it on tape. He’d

    be damned if he’d be ar­rest­ed and in­dict­ed for some­body else’s mis­take.




    Stant­ing­ton sat heav­ily be­hind his desk and sighed. But was that enough? Was it enough

    that he had pro­tect­ed his ass ?




    He thought about that for no more than thir­ty sec­onds and reached his de­ci­sion.




    Yes, it was. There was noth­ing more im­por­tant than sur­viv­ing. The man who had the job

    be­fore him could lan­guish in a prison chow­line. The Pres­ident could bum­ble and blun­der

    about. But Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton was go­ing to be as clean as a hound’s tooth, and

    per­haps some­day, when they were look­ing around for vi­able, clean can­di­dates for of­fices

    like Pres­ident, Wingate Stant­ing­ton would stand out like a sil­ver dol­lar atop a pile of

    pen­nies.




    He leaned back in the chair as he had an idea. He might be able to help that pro­cess along

    partic­ular­ly if he was the man who pre­vent­ed World War III and saved the Rus­sian

    pre­mier’s life in the bar­gain.




    The killings of the three am­bas­sadors had been done by peo­ple close to the tar­gets. Now

    it was Vass­ily Kar­benko’s idea to bring the pre­mier to Amer­ica and Kar­benko, it was well

    known, was like a son to the pre­mier.




    Kar­benko might fool some oth­ers, but could there be any doubt that he was bring­ing the

    pre­mier to Amer­ica so that he would be with­in the range of Kar­benko’s own guns ?




    Stant­ing­ton was sure of it. Kar­benko was the as­sas­sin and the Pres­ident was play­ing

    in­to Kar­benko’s hands by al­low­ing the Rus­sian pre­mier’s vis­it.




    “Get me the files on Colonel Kar­benko,” Stant­ing­ton barked in­to his tele­phone.




    As he wait­ed, he thought about it, and the more he thought, the more sure he was. It was

    Kar­benko. Of course. He felt good about the de­ci­sion. He felt like a re­al spy. The buzzer

    rang. “Yes?” he said.




    “Sor­ry, sir, there are no files on Colonel Kar­benko.”




    “No files? Why not?”




    “They were prob­ably stolen yes­ter­day af­ter­noon.”




    “Yes­ter­day? What was yes­ter­day?” “Don’t you re­mem­ber, sir? You pro­claimed it

    Meet-​Your-​CIA Day. An open house. We had thou­sands of peo­ple here. Some­body must have

    tak­en the files.”




    Stant­ing­ton slammed the tele­phone back on its base. It didn’t mat­ter. He was still

    go­ing to save the Rus­sian pre­mier.




    Dulles In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port was clev­er­ly lo­cat­ed so far out of Wash­ing­ton, D.C.,

    that most peo­ple couldn’t af­ford the taxi ride to the city and had to take a bus. The smart

    ones packed a lunch.




    The Rus­sian pre­mier and his wife, Ni­na, ar­rived qui­et­ly in a leased British plane that

    had picked them up at an air­field in Yu­goslavia where they had trans­ferred from a Rus­sian

    Aeroflot plane.




    Colonel Kar­benko had made the ar­range­ments. He had to choose among British, French,

    Ital­ian, and Amer­ican planes for the last leg of the jour­ney. He had re­ject­ed the Ital­ian

    plane be­cause it might get lost, the French be­cause he knew what French air­port me­chan­ics

    were like, once hav­ing lived in Paris. Left to choose be­tween a British air­craft and an

    Amer­ican, he picked the British, be­cause, like the Amer­icans, they were com­pe­tent, and

    un­like the Amer­icans, the pi­lot would not im­me­di­ate­ly sit down to write a book

    en­ti­tled, Mys­tery Pas­sen­ger: A Jour­ney In­to To­mor­row.




    Kar­benko had an un­ob­tru­sive green Chevro­let Caprice parked next to the plane. He went

    in­to the plane’s pas­sen­ger com­part­ment, and a mo­ment lat­er, came down the steps

    fol­lowed by the pre­mier and Ni­na.




    The pre­mier was wear­ing dark sun­glass­es with a straw hat pulled down over his face. His

    wife had on a red wig and blue tint­ed glass­es. She wore a two-​piece brown suit, so form­less

    that itlooked as if it had orig­inal­ly been fit­ted to a re­frig­er­ator.




    “We speak the En­glish,” the pre­mier said. “That way, no­body know we not Amer­icans.”




    Kar­benko led them across the tar­mac of the run­way to­ward his car. He glanced up and

    no­ticed Re­mo and Chi­un stand­ing there.




    “Good work,” said Re­mo.




    “How’d you get here?” Kar­benko asked.




    “Hail, mighty pre­mier of all the Rus­sias,” said Chi­un.




    “Who is this ?” asked the pre­mier.




    “I don’t ex­act­ly know,” Kar­benko said.




    “I am not an ad­min­is­tra­tive as­sis­tant,” Chi­un said. “Hail again.”




    “Thank you,” the pre­mier said. “It is a great plea­sure to be here among my Amer­ican

    friends.”




    “I am not an Amer­ican,” Chi­un said.




    “But I am,” Re­mo said.




    “For­get him,” Chi­un said to the pre­mier.




    “What are you do­ing here?” Kar­benko re­peat­ed.




    “Just mak­ing sure,” Re­mo said, “that ev­ery­thing goes right.”


  




  

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN




    Two cars fol­lowed them as they drove away from the British jet­lin­er. There were four men

    in each of the cars, and when Vass­ily Kar­benko saw them, he grunt­ed soft­ly and tromped down

    on the gas ped­al of the Chevro­let Caprice.




    The car was speed­ing down an un­used run­way at the air­port, to­ward an emer­gen­cy ex­it

    on­to the high­way that sur­round­ed the field. As Kar­benko’s car sped up, the two oth­er cars

    sep­arat­ed and in­creased their speed al­so, mov­ing up on ei­ther side of the pre­mier’s

    car.




    The pre­mier seemed obliv­ious to the chase. His neck was craned and he was look­ing out

    across the broad net­work of run­ways and hang­ers at the scores of com­mer­cial jet­lin­ers.

    His wife, though, saw the two fol­low­ing cars. She looked to­ward Kar­benko.




    “Are they your men, Vass­ily?” she asked.




    “No.”




    The two cars had pulled up even with Kar­benko now. The oc­cu­pants looked like Amer­icans,

    Re­mo thought. The cars start­ed to pull ahead.




    “They’re go­ing to nose in and nip you be­tween them,” Re­mo said.




    “I know,” said Kar­benko.




    The car on the right had its driv­er’s win­dow open.




    Re­mo rolled down his win­dow.




    “Vass­ily,” he said. “You stomp on that gas ped­al and swerve in close to this car.”




    “What for?”




    “Just do it,” Re­mo said. “When I tell you.” Re­mo raised him­self up in the seat, and put

    his left .hand on the door of his car. The car was about two feet in front of them.




    “Now,” Re­mo yelled. Kar­benko pressed down heavy on the ac­cel­er­ator. The big pow­er­ful

    car surged for­ward and as it came along­side the car on the right, Kar­benko swung the wheel

    so that on­ly a few inch­es sep­arat­ed the two cars. At that mo­ment, Re­mo leaned out his

    open win­dow. His hands flashed in­to the car along­side them. Kar­benko heard a crack­ing

    noise. He glanced to his right, in time to see Re­mo sink­ing back in­to his seat, the

    steer­ing wheel from the oth­er car in his hands. Be­yond Re­mo, the driv­er of the oth­er car

    looked as if he had gone in­to shock. His face was con­tort­ed and his hands waved fu­tile­ly

    as he sought some way to steer the car, rip­ping along the run­way at al­most 80 miles an

    hour.




    “Get out of here,” Re­mo said. Kar­benko pow­ered the Chevro­let for­ward, just as the

    driv­er of the car to their right hit the brakes. But his wheels were not straight and the

    sud­den brak­ing ac­tion spun the car side­ways and its 80-mile-​an-​hour for­ward mo­men­tum

    turned the car over on its side. As Kar­benko watched in the rearview mir­ror, he saw the car

    roll over three times andthen, up­side down, skid in­to the sec­ond chase car, knock­ing

    it out of con­trol and in­to a flat grassy field next to the run­way, where the driv­er

    fi­nal­ly mus­cled it to a stop.




    The four men got out of the car and were run­ning back to free the oc­cu­pants of the

    over­turned car, when Kar­benko pulled on­to a nar­row grav­el road, slowed down, and turned

    sharply in­to the line of af­ter­noon traf­fic.




    “Vass­ily,” the pre­mier said. “Don’t drive so fast. It makes me ner­vous.”




    “No, sir,” Kar­benko said. He grinned at Re­mo, who shrugged his shoul­ders.




    “Any idea who that was?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes,” Kar­benko said. “I know who it was.”




    Kar­benko had rent­ed three rooms in the name of the Earp fam­ily at an

    eight-​dol­lar-​a-​night bud­get mo­tel out­side Wash­ing­ton. He left the pre­mier and his

    wife in the car while he went in­side and in­spect­ed the three ad­join­ing rooms.




    “Is this where vis­it­ing of­fi­cials al­ways stay?” the pre­mier asked Re­mo.




    “On­ly heads of state,” Re­mo said. “We’ve got a tent in one of the town parks for

    ev­ery­body else.”




    “Oh,” the pre­mier said. “I do not think I would en­joy sleep­ing in a tent.”




    Ni­na asked Re­mo, “Have you been a friend of Vass­ily’s for a long time?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” said Re­mo. “It’s been a short but in­tense re­la­tion­ship.”




    “Why is ev­ery­body talk­ing to him?” Chi­un asked from his rear seat next to Ni­na. “I am

    re­ally much more in­ter­est­ing than this thing. If you like, I will tell you about my

    screen­play.”




    “What is a screen­play?” asked Ni­na.




    “It is a sto­ry for a mo­tion pic­ture,” Chi­un said. “In your coun­try, they are about

    trac­tors and farm­ers.”




    “Tell me your sto­ry,” Ni­na said.




    “You’ll be sor­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “Qui­et,” said Chi­un, “or I will write you out of the pic­ture.”




    “Yes,” said the pre­mier. “Tell us this won­der­ful sto­ry.”




    Chi­un was de­scrib­ing the qui­et, gen­tle, peace-​lov­ing, hand­some, no­ble, vir­tu­ous,

    and strong main char­ac­ter of the film when Kar­benko came back and ush­ered the pre­mier and

    his wife in­to the cen­tral of the three mo­tel rooms.




    As they un­packed, Chi­un was get­ting around to the fact that this beau­ti­ful soul was not

    ap­pre­ci­at­ed by those around him, par­tic­ular­ly those up­on whom he had squan­dered the

    gift of knowl­edge on­ly to find them in­ca­pable of re­ceiv­ing it.




    Kar­benko took Re­mo aside.




    “Those were Stant­ing­ton’s men at the air­port. I want to go talk to him.”




    “I’ll go with you,” Re­mo said.




    “The pre­mier-” Kar­benko be­gan.




    “He’ll be safe,” Re­mo said. “I’ve heard this screen­play be­fore. It’s got four more hours

    to run. Chi­un will nev­er let any­thing hap­pen to his au­di­ence un­til he’s done with the

    sto­ry. We’ll be back by then.”




    “He is very old. Can he pro­tect them?” Kar­benko asked.




    “If he can’t,” said Re­mo, “no one in the world can. Don’t write that off as a typ­ical

    Amer­ican ex­ag­ger­ation. That’s a fact. No one in the world, if he can’t.”




    Chi­un had de­cid­ed that the pre­mier and his wife would prob­ably ap­pre­ci­ate the sto­ry

    more if it was told in Rus­sian. He be­gan to tell it in Rus­sian. He start­ed again at the

    be­gin­ning.




    Rid­ing up in the el­eva­tor to­ward Stant­ing­ton’s of­fice, Re­mo asked, “Any ideas on the

    as­sas­sin?”




    “None,” said Kar­benko. “But thank god, he’s back in Rus­sia. Let the KGB there find out who

    he is.”




    “If they’re like our CIA, you’re go­ing to have a long wait,” Re­mo said.




    “Ain’t it the truth, pard­ner ?”




    Re­mo’s spe­cial di­rec­tor’s of­fice pass got them through the guards to Stant­ing­ton’s

    of­fice com­plex and the sec­re­tary’s mem­ory of Re­mo got them in­side Stant­ing­ton’s

    pri­vate of­fice.




    “What are you do­ing here?” Stant­ing­ton said when he came out of his bath­room. He was

    star­ing at Re­mo.




    “He drove me here to make sure I didn’t get in an au­to­mo­bile ac­ci­dent,” Kar­benko said.

    Stant­ing­ton glared at him an­gri­ly.




    “You know that the pre­mier has ar­rived?” Kar­benko said.




    Stant­ing­ton nod­ded.




    “He is stay­ing at the Colony As­tor,” Kar­benko said, nam­ing one of Wash­ing­ton’s

    posh­est and old­est ho­tels. “Can I count on you to as­sign men there to as­sist us in

    pro­tect­ing him?”




    “I have been or­dered not to get in­volved,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “But I’m re­quest­ing your help,” Kar­benko said. “I think that changes the

    sit­ua­tion.”




    Stant­ing­ton sat down be­hind his desk. “Yes, I sup­pose it does,” he said. “And are you

    stay­ing at the Colony As­tor, too ?”




    Kar­benko nod­ded. “The pre­mier and his wife are in Room 1902. My men and I are in 1900 and

    1904, on both sides of them. I’d like to have some of your men spot­ted around the ho­tel, the

    lob­by, the pub­lic rooms. Just to watch out for any­body sus­pi­cious.”




    “All right,” Stant­ing­ton said. “I’ll have them there in twen­ty min­utes.”




    “Thank you,” Kar­benko said. “An un­usu­al thing hap­pened at the air­port by the way.”




    “Oh? What was that?”




    “Our car was chased by two car­loads of men. For­tu­nate­ly, they had an ac­ci­dent and we

    got away.”




    “Lucky for you,” Stant­ing­ton said.




    “Yes, wasn’t it? I won­der why they were there?”




    Stant­ing­ton shrugged. “Per­haps they thought the pre­mier was in some dan­ger?”




    “Per­haps,” Kar­benko said. “Thank you for your co­op­er­ation, Ad­mi­ral.”




    Rid­ing back down in the el­eva­tor, Re­mo asked Kar­benko, “Why’d you let him off the hook,

    if you know those were his guys at the air­port?”




    “There was no need to push it. I know and he knows I know. I just want­ed to be sure what he

    was up to.”




    “What is he up to?”




    “He thinks I’m the as­sas­sin,” Kar­benko said.




    “Are you?”




    “If it was me, bud­dy, he’d be dead by now,” the Rus­sian spy said.




    “Why’d you give him the song and dance about the Colony As­tor Ho­tel ?”




    “If he put men out search­ing for us, they might get lucky and find us,” Kar­benko said.

    “This way, he can tie up his men at the oth­er ho­tel and they won’t both­er us.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. The Rus­sian colonel was im­pres­sive.




    “This man is im­pos­si­ble.” Ni­na spat out the words, then wheeled and point­ed to­ward

    Chi­un who sat on the floor, his arms fold­ed un­der his saf­fron ki­mono, look­ing

    im­pas­sive­ly at the mo­tel wall.




    “What hap­pened?” Kar­benko asked.




    “I want­ed to watch tele­vi­sion,” the pre­mier’s wife said. “He told me I should not

    be­cause all the shows were ob­scene. If I want­ed a good sto­ry, he said, he would tell me

    one. Fi­nal­ly I suc­ceed­ed in get­ting the tele­vi­sion turned on. I was to watch the news.

    He told me I should not watch the news. That they were show­ing pic­tures of some fat man.”




    “Yes?” Kar­benko said.




    “The fat man is the pre­mier. His pic­ture was on the tele­vi­sion. Now what do you think of

    that?”




    Kar­benko looked at Re­mo. Re­mo shrugged.




    “Maybe your hus­band ought to lose some weight,” he said.




    “Then he broke the knobs off the tele­vi­sion set so we could not watch it.”




    “Philistines,” Chi­un said. “The Rus­sians were al­ways a peo­ple with­out taste.”




    “Where is the pre­mier ?” Kar­benko asked.




    “He is in the next room. Watch­ing the tele­vi­sion there,” Ni­na said.




    “I hope his eyes rot,” Chi­un said.




    “I guess you didn’t like Chi­un’s movie,” Re­mo said.




    “We be­gan to get tired of it af­ter the first hour,” she said. “So we asked him to

    stop.”




    “A Rus­sian could lie in a field of flow­ers and com­plain of the smell,” Chi­un said.

    “There has not been a sen­si­tive Rus­sian since Ivan the Good.”




    “Ivan the Good?” Kar­benko said. He looked at Re­mo, a ques­tion mark on his face.




    “Right,” Re­mo said. “Chi­un’s fam­ily did some work for him once. He paid on time. That

    raised him from Ivan the Ter­ri­ble to Ivan the Good.”




    They left Chi­un star­ing at the wall and went through the open door in­to the next

    room.




    The pre­mier was sit­ting on the small sin­gle bed, smil­ing.




    “I have been much on your tele­vi­sion, Amer­ican,” he told Re­mo.




    “What did they say?” Kar­benko asked.




    “That I am vis­it­ing Amer­ica to con­fer with the Pres­ident about the deaths of our three

    am­bas­sadors. That our mis­sion here has re­fused to give any de­tails of my where­abouts or

    my sched­ule.”




    “Good,” said Kar­benko.




    But the pre­mier did not hear the com­ment. His eyes were fixed, al­most glazed, look­ing at

    the TV tube.




    “Look, Ni­na. Look,” he said, point­ing at the tube. “That is where we are go­ing.”




    Re­mo and Kar­benko leaned over to look.




    It was a com­mer­cial for Flori­da’s Dis­ney­world.




    Ni­na nod­ded.




    The pre­mier said. “I want to go there.”




    “When?” Kar­benko said.




    “Why not now?”




    Kar­benko thought for a mo­ment.




    “Why not?” he said.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOURTEEN




    At 9 o’clock that night, the pre­mier and his wife, along with Re­mo, Chi­un, Kar­benko, and

    the Rus­sian spy’s four top men, were on a pri­vate plane head­ing for Or­lan­do, Flori­da.




    Ten min­utes ear­li­er, Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stan-​tington had learned, in his con­do­mini­um

    apart­ment at Wash­ing­ton’s Wa­ter­gate Com­plex, that the Rus­sian pre­mier had nev­er

    checked in­to the Colony As­tor Ho­tel.




    “That son of a bitch,” Stant­ing­ton swore as he slammed down the tele­phone. Kar­benko had

    done it; he had got­ten him­self along some­where with the pre­mier and was just wait­ing his

    chance to gun him down.




    Not if Stant­ing­ton could help it though.




    With­in an hour, his men had found the bud­get mo­tel where the Earp fam­ily had been

    reg­is­tered. And on­ly a half hour lat­er, they learned of the spe­cial­ly char­tered plane

    that had left Wash­ing­ton on its way to Or­lan­do.




    They checked all the ho­tels in the Or­lan­do area, be­fore they found one with a block of

    four rooms reg­is­tered to Doc­tor Hol­li­day and fam­ily.




    Doc Hol­li­day. Kar­benko’s cow­boy pas­sion had giv­en him away.




    The ho­tel man­ag­er con­firmed that the large group had or­dered four taxi­cabs in the

    morn­ing to take them to Dis­ney world.




    Ad­mi­ral Stant­ing­ton sat alone in Ms apart­ment for an hour, think­ing, be­fore he made

    up his mind.




    He would not let Vass­ily Kar­benko as­sas­si­nate the Rus­sian pre­mier on Amer­ican

    soil.




    And if there was on­ly one way to stop him, that was the way Stant­ing­ton would take,




    Vass­ily Kar­benko was as good as dead.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIFTEEN




    The pre­mier want­ed to go as an Amer­ican.




    “I want to walk the streets and al­leys of Dis­ney­world, like Amer­ican peo­ples. I will

    min­gle among them. No one will know we not Amer­ican.”




    Kar­benko’s four KGB agents looked at each oth­er, then they all nod­ded.




    Re­mo looked at the pre­mier. He was wear­ing a Hawai­ian plaid shirt, and a large straw

    hat, and big tint­ed sun­glass­es as a dis­guise. But he still had a face like a mud­slide and

    any­one who had seen his pic­ture on tele­vi­sion was not like­ly to mis­take him for any­one

    else.




    The four taxi­cabs ar­rived on time. Re­mo, Kar­benko, the pre­mier, and Ni­na crowd­ed

    in­to one cab. Two KGB agents rode in the first cab and two more in the third. Chi­un

    in­sist­ed on rid­ing alone in the last cab, be­cause he would not share a taxi with

    Philistines.




    “Re­mem­ber, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “We’ve got to keep him alive. Noth­ing else mat­ters.”




    “Triv­ia,” said Chi­un. “All my life is bogged down with triv­ia.”




    At the gate, the Rus­sian con­tin­gent ran out ofmon­ey for en­trance fees.

    Dis­ney­world did not take cred­it cards, nor did it rec­og­nize the In­ter­na­tion­al

    Mon­etary Fund or Rus­sia’s nat­ural gas re­serves. This de­ci­sion was based on the judg­ment

    that Rus­sia’s nat­ural gas re­serves might well run out be­fore Dis­ney­world did,

    Dis­ney-​world be­ing an eter­nal and re­plen­ish­able re­source need­ing on­ly fresh paint and

    teenagers who could run around dressed like mice and ducks.




    For­tu­nate­ly, Re­mo was car­ry­ing mon­ey and he was able to pay the $2,365.00 in cash for

    two days of rides for the group. This left the pre­mier with enough mon­ey to buy “diplo­mat­ic

    ne­ces­si­ties.” Ev­ery­body got a diplo­mat­ic ne­ces­si­ty. Kar­benko’s four KGB men got the

    wind­ing kind, and the pre­mier and Ni­na got the dig­ital kind where Mick­ey Mouse’s face

    ap­peared and lit up when the diplo­mat­ic ne­ces­si­ty clicked off noon and mid­night. Chi­un

    got one too and pro­claimed his love for Rus­sia.




    The mono­rail led over lush green fields with man­icured trees. A large per­fect­ly blue

    lake glis­tened in the late morn­ing sun. One of the KGB men won­dered if they dyed the lake

    blue.




    When they got off the mono­rail they were greet­ed by the rich smell of fresh pop­corn. To

    their left was a bank which would trans­late the cot­ton crop from Rus­sian Tashkent in­to

    Amer­ican dol­lars. The Rus­sian cot­ton crop got the con­tin­gent through Snow White and the

    Sev­en Dwarfs and Pi­oneer World.




    Chi­un want­ed a Davy Crock­ett hat. The pre­mier de­cid­ed to buy one for ev­ery­body, so

    one of the KGB men was sent back to the Dis­ney­worldbank where he ne­go­ti­at­ed away

    min­er­al rights in the Ukraine, and brought back a satchel of cash to the pre­mier who was

    wait­ing at Poly­ne­sian World.




    The min­er­al rights al­so paid for a grass skirt for Ni­na and Mick­ey Mouse heads made

    from co­conuts and sea shells.




    “This is very nice,” Chi­un said to Re­mo, push­ing the Davy Crock­ett tail out of his eyes.

    “But you are a liar.”




    “What now?” Re­mo said.




    “Once you took me to a place and told me it was Dis­ney­world. But that wasn’t

    Dis­ney­world. This is. You lied to me.”




    “Chi­un, just keep an eye out so that noth­ing hap­pens to the pre­mier.”




    By now the Rus­sian par­ty was hun­gry and the pre­mier found out that the en­trance fees

    did not pay for lunch. An­oth­er KGB man was sent back to the main Dis­ney­world bank, with a

    promise of two months’ trac­tor pro­duc­tion. This al­lowed ev­ery­one to have soft drinks and

    a meal. When they were done with the meal, no one got up.




    Re­mo asked why they con­tin­ued to sit at the ta­bles. The pre­mier said the ap­pe­tiz­ers

    were a bit flat but he had high hopes for the main course.




    When Re­mo told him he had just eat­en the main course, the pre­mier said he would not give

    up the Balka­ns for any­thing, not even a piece of bread.




    Fi­nal­ly they set­tled for foot-​long hot dogs, and Dis­ney­world got the rights to build a

    Black Sea re­sort and an op­tion on the Urals.




    The Urals did not en­ti­tle the Rus­sians to ar­cade games or dessert.




    The pre­mier missed the noon pa­rade of Plu­to and Don­ald Duck and Mick­ey and Min­nie

    be­cause the con­tin­gent was stuck in Fu­ture World and could not get over to the main plaza

    in time. The pa­rade was free, there be­ing no charge for eye­sight.




    About 1 P.M., Ni­na con­fessed that she had the feel­ing they were look­ing at the same

    thing over and over again, with dif­fer­ent col­ored paint.




    “There’s a trick to telling one ex­hib­it from an­oth­er,” Vass­ily Kar­benko said. “If they

    have al­ready clipped your tick­et book, you’ve been there, I think.”




    One of the KGB men on the Pad­dle­wheel­er ride want­ed to shoot re­al bul­lets in­to the

    im­ita­tion fort to see if any­thing would hap­pen. Kar­benko told him no be­cause he might

    need his bul­lets to get out of there if they ran out of mon­ey.




    Re­mo said to Chi­un, “No sign of any trou­ble yet.”




    Chi­un looked at his Mick­ey Mouse wrist­watch.




    “You have for­got­ten the les­son of the Great Ung,” he said.




    “In­stant­ly,” Re­mo agreed.




    “Id­iot,” Chi­un said.




    Ni­na want­ed a doll from It’s a Small Small World, and got one on the pre­mier’s promise to

    con­clude a SALT agree­ment as soon as pos­si­ble. By now, Ni­na had a large shop­ping bag

    filled with sou­venirs.




    When they passed the haunt­ed house, there was a sign on the front of the build­ing

    an­nounc­ing it was closed for the day.




    But a well-​tanned young man mo­tioned them to the en­trance.




    “We’ve just fin­ished mak­ing some im­prove­ments in­side,” he said. “We’d like you to test

    out the house as our guests. Be­fore we open it to the pub­lic.”




    “You mean free?” the pre­mier asked.




    The young man nod­ded.




    “You do not want the Ukraine?”




    The man shook his head.




    “Our sub­ma­rine fleet? No cut­back in mis­sile con­struc­tion?” the pre­mier asked

    sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “Free,” the young man said.




    “Let’s go,” the pre­mier said. He whis­pered to Kar­benko, “Lenin was right. Giv­en time,

    the cap­ital­ist sys­tem will break down.”




    The heavy door clanged shut be­hind them as they en­tered the haunt­ed house. Two of the KGB

    men led the way as they walked sin­gle-​file down a long dark cor­ri­dor.




    Re­mo walked in front of the pre­mier and Ni­na and Chi­un fol­lowed them.




    Up ahead, there was a faint light at the end of the long dark tun­nel, and then they were

    stand­ing in a large oak-​pan­elled room with oil por­traits of men in nine­teenth-​cen­tu­ry

    garb mount­ed high up on the walls.




    A record­ed voice an­nounced that they were go­ing back through time, to an­oth­er

    di­men­sion, and as the voice spoke the paint­ings around the tops of the walls be­gan to

    change their vis­age and the men in them seemed to grow younger.




    Vass­ily Kar­benko was gone.


  




  

    CHAPTER SIXTEEN




    The elec­tron­ic voice in­toned, “And now, when the se­cret pan­el opens, move through the

    cham­ber of the past.”




    There was a faint hiss­ing sound as one of the oak­en walls be­gan to slide to the right,

    re­veal­ing an­oth­er pas­sage­way.




    Chi­un led Ni­na and the pre­mier through the open­ing. The four KGB men fol­lowed. Re­mo

    turned his back and ran back down the dark pas­sage­way to­ward the front en­trance.




    For or­di­nary eyes, it would have been al­most im­pos­si­ble to see in the cor­ri­dor. But

    for Re­mo, there was no such thing as dark­ness; there was on­ly less light and more light, and

    the eye ad­just­ed ac­cord­ing­ly. Once all men had seen this way, but now af­ter thou­sands

    and thou­sands of years of lazi­ness, the eye mus­cle had lost its tone and the eye sur­faces

    their sen­si­tiv­ity, and men had adopt­ed the habit of be­ing blind in the dark. On­ly a few

    an­imals had re­tained their abil­ity to see at night, and the dark­ness be­longed to them. It

    be­longed to Re­mo, too.




    Flush against one of the wood­en pan­els on the cor­ri­dor walls, he saw a push­but­ton. He

    pressedit, and the pan­el hinged back and opened in­to a small room.




    Vass­ily Kar­benko lay on the floor of the room. Blood stained the front of his light blue

    shirt. His own gun lay in a cor­ner of the room.




    Re­mo knelt over him and Kar­benko slow­ly opened his eyes. He rec­og­nized Re­mo and tried

    to smile. Blood ap­peared at the cor­ner of his mouth.




    “Hiya, pal,” he said.




    “Who did it?” Re­mo asked.




    “Stant­ing­ton’s men. That was one of them at the en­trance way who let us in,” he said. “My

    own fault. I should have known.”




    “Don’t wor­ry,” Re­mo said. “I’ll get help.”




    “Too late,” Kar­benko said. “Is the pre­mier all right?”




    “He’s okay,” Re­mo said. “And I’ll keep him that way.”




    “I know,” said Kar­benko. He tried to smile again, but the small fa­cial move­ment caused

    him pain. His voice came in a slight whis­per and his breath in a heavy gasp.




    “Sor­ry I didn’t meet you soon­er,” Re­mo said. “We could have been a hel­lu­va team.”




    Kar­benko shook his head.




    “No,” he said. “Too many miles be­tween us. If Stant­ing­ton didn’t get me to­day, it

    would’ve been you. You’d have to do it lat­er on ’cause I knew too much about you peo­ple.”




    Re­mo start­ed to protest, then stopped. Kar­benko was right, he re­al­ized. He re­mem­bered

    the scene in Smith’s of­fice. Smith had told him to pro­tect the pre­mier. He had said that was

    all …“for now.” But lat­er, he would have sent Re­mo af­ter Kar­benko.




    “Don’t feel bad,” Kar­benko said. “That’s the busi­ness we’re in.” He opened his mouth to

    speak again but a thick gush of bloody ooze welled up in his mouth. He tried to swal­low, could

    not, and then his head lolled off to the side, his eyes still open, star­ing at the wall.




    Re­mo stood up. He nod­ded down at the Rus­sian spy. He felt a cu­ri­ous emo­tion to­ward

    the man, an af­fec­tion he did not of­ten ex­pe­ri­ence. It was re­spect and he had thought it

    no longer lived in him.




    “That’s the biz, pard­ner,” he said. He turned back to the cor­ri­dor, to fol­low the

    pre­mier, to make sure he was kept alive.




    The lights in the cham­ber of the past had been turned out. But Re­mo knew where the hid­den

    door was, and he jammed his fin­ger­tips like the points of screw­drivers in­to the wood and

    yanked it to the left. There was a whoosh­ing sound as his pow­er was pit­ted against a

    hy­draulic door lock. The whoosh turned in­to a to­tal ex­pul­sion of air from the de­vice and

    as the air rushed out, the ma­chine’s pres­sure against the door end­ed, and the oak­en pan­el

    slammed to the left, crash­ing in­to the in­nards of the door, with a wood-​crack­ing

    sound.




    A twist­ing cor­ri­dor stretched out in front of him. Re­mo went down it at full speed.

    Af­ter twen­ty yards, the cor­ri­dor twist­ed off to the left and opened on­to a minia­ture

    rail­road plat­form.




    Chi­un stood on the edge of the plat­form alone. He looked up as Re­mo ap­proached.




    “Kar­benko is dead,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “He was a good man,” he said.




    “Where’s the pre­mier?”




    “He is with the four se­cu­ri­ty men.”




    Just then a small train ap­peared at one end of the track and pick­ing up speed, it be­gan

    to move past them. The four KGB men were on it.




    “Where is the pre­mier ?” Re­mo called.




    “In the back car,” one of the men re­spond­ed as the train moved quick­ly past them. The car

    with the guards van­ished in­to the tun­nel. Re­mo and Chi­un looked to­ward the oth­er end.

    The last car of the train came by them. The pre­mier and Ni­na were not on it.




    “They must have changed their minds,” Re­mo said.




    “Fool,” hissed Chi­un. He ran to the far end of the plat­form. A fiber­glass wall, mold­ed

    to look like the stones of a dun­geon, sep­arat­ed the train “sta­tion” from the small

    board­ing area.




    As Re­mo raced up be­hind Chi­un, he saw the small man leap in­to the air, and then come

    down against the wall. His hands flailed out in ex­plo­sive fury, and the fiber­glass

    splin­tered and part­ed, and in the same for­ward mo­tion, with­out his feet ev­er hit­ting the

    floor, Chi­un was through the rip in the wall. Re­mo fol­lowed him at a dive.




    He saw Ni­na turn to­ward them. She had been fac­ing her hus­band over a dis­tance of six

    feet. When she saw Chi­un and Re­mo she turned again to­ward her hus­band. Her fin­ger closed

    on the trig­ger of the pis­tol she held in her hand. But she was too late.




    The tiny Ori­en­tal, his green ki­mono swirlingabout him, moved in front of her. As

    the gun fired, he de­flect­ed her hand and the bul­let dug in­to the ceil­ing of the room. Then

    Chi­un had the gun from her hand.




    He gave it to Re­mo.




    “Com­pli­ments of the Great Ung,” he said.




    The pre­mier’s face was ashen with shock.




    “Ni­na,” he said heav­ily. “You? Why?”




    The wom­an looked at him for a mo­ment, then dropped her head and be­gan to weep. “Be­cause

    I had to,” she sobbed. “I had to.”




    Re­mo put his arm around the wom­an.




    “It’s okay now. It’s all right,” he said.




    The pre­mier came up to his wife, and took her hands in his. He wait­ed un­til she lift­ed

    her eyes to meet his.




    “We go home now, I think,” he said.




    “Not un­til I get my ride on the train,” Chi­un said, in­spect­ing his Mick­ey Mouse

    watch.




    The Pres­ident and the pre­mier had met at the White House and is­sued a joint state­ment

    that both con­demned all acts of po­lit­ical ter­ror­ism and would work joint­ly to pre­vent

    the kind of sense­less vi­olence that had cost the lives of three Rus­sian am­bas­sadors in the

    past week. Project Omega was not men­tioned.




    Ni­na met with the Pres­ident’s wife for tea and at a press con­fer­ence lat­er charmed

    ev­ery­one by an­nounc­ing how smart and pret­ty the Pres­ident’s wife was, and that the

    Pres­ident’s daugh­ter who had spilled a cup of tea on Ni­na’s dress would ben­efit from a good

    spank­ing.




    The body of Vass­ily Kar­benko, a cul­tur­al at­tache at the Rus­sian em­bassy in

    Wash­ing­ton, was found in a lake in Flori­da. He had been on va­ca­tion and ap­par­ent­ly had

    been drowned in a boat­ing ac­ci­dent.




    Smith looked across his desk. “I don’t un­der­stand why,” he said.




    “Mac­Cleary had got­ten close to Ni­na in the old days,” Re­mo said. “Her hus­band was

    bare­ly able to make a liv­ing. Mac­Cleary conned her some­how in­to tak­ing mon­ey from him.

    She need­ed it to keep the fam­ily alive.”




    “Did he tell her that she’d have to kill her own hus­band if he be­came pre­mier ?”




    “Yes, but she nev­er thought it would hap­pen. Then one day it did and she was stuck.”




    “Why?” said Smith. “Couldn’t she just ig­nore the Project Omega sig­nal ?”




    “Mac­Cleary had filled her head full of crap,” Re­mo said. “He had told her that if she

    didn’t act, Amer­ica would have doc­uments to prove that she was an Amer­ican spy, and we’d

    re­lease the doc­uments. This would bring her hus­band down in dis­grace. Prob­ably send both

    of them to the slave camps. It was bet­ter, she fig­ured, for the pre­mier to get killed in

    Amer­ica. He’d be re­gard­ed then as a glo­ri­ous Rus­sian hero. She’d rather have her hus­band

    a dead pa­tri­ot than the live hus­band-​of-​a-​traitor and maybe a traitor him­self.”




    Smith shook his head. “We didn’t have any in­for­ma­tion to re­lease on her. She was safe.”

    “She didn’t know that. Mac­Cleary had re­al­lydone a num­ber on her. She didn’t say it,

    but I think they were prob­ably a thing one time. She used to be a good-​look­ing wom­an,”

    Re­mo said.




    “Well,” Smith said, “all’s well that ends well.”




    “You think it end­ed well?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. Didn’t it?”




    “Kar­benko died,” said Re­mo. “He was one of them but he was a good man.”




    “And if the CIA hadn’t got­ten him, we would have had to,” Smith said. “He knew too

    much.”




    “That’s our rule, right?” said Re­mo. “Any­body who finds out about CURE is dead meat,

    right?”




    “I wouldn’t put it in ex­act­ly those terms,” Smith said. “But that’s about it.”




    Re­mo stood up.




    “Thank you, Smit­ty. Have a nice day.”




    Ru­by fol­lowed him in­to the out­side of­fice.




    “You’re strung re­al­ly tight to­day,” she said. “What’s wrong?”




    “Kar­benko would have had to die be­cause he knew about us,” Re­mo said. “Well some­body

    else knows about us. And he’s still alive.”




    Ru­by shrugged. “Rank has its priv­ileges,” she said. “I guess one of them priv­ileges is

    stay­ing alive.”




    Re­mo held her face in his hands and smiled cold­ly at her.




    “Maybe,” he said.




    It hap­pened just af­ter Time mag­azine’s dead­line and by the time the next is­sue came

    out, the oth­er press had all cov­ered the sto­ry to death.




    So Time’s sto­ry was brief:




    When Ad­mi­ral Wingate Stant­ing­ton, the new­ly ap­point­ed head of the CIA, drowned in the

    bath­tub in his pri­vate of­fice bath­room last week, his body was not dis­cov­ered for a day.

    CIA per­son­nel had to break in­to the bath­room by cut­ting away a lock that had been

    in­stalled on­ly the week be­fore (at the usu­al Wash­ing­ton, B.C., cost of $23.65).




    Three days lat­er, Ru­by yelled at Re­mo for wast­ing $23.65 of tax­pay­ers’ mon­ey and told

    him if he did it again, she’d give him more trou­ble than he could han­dle.
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