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  Chapter One





  

    She did not ex­pect to see death. She had enough prob­lems with heights. She asked the guide

    if the ropes were steady, and if he would be steady at the oth­er end.




    “La­dy,” said the guide, “I got hands of steel and a spine of plat­inum.”




    “What does a spine of plat­inum mean?”




    “It means don’t wor­ry, la­dy, you ain’t gonna fall.”




    Dr. Ter­ri Pom­fret looked up to­ward the top of the cave. With­out a flash­light, she

    couldn’t even see the top of the arched cav­ern.




    Some vis­it­ing British spelunkers had crawled up there a month ago while ex­plor­ing these

    caves of Albe­mar­le Coun­ty in North Car­oli­na. They had been go­ing along the ceil­ing,

    driv­ing spike af­ter spike, when they came across it. It was a plaque, some kind of met­al,

    chis­eled in­to the stone. They had made a hasty, slop­py rub­bing of the stone. No one could

    iden­ti­fy the writ­ing un­til it got to Ter­ri Pom­fret’s of­fice at the uni­ver­si­ty.




    “Of course it’s Hamid­ian,” she had said.




    “Are you sure?”




    “Yes. Look at the let­ters. The for­ma­tions. Per­fect. Per­fect an­cient Hamid­ian.”




    “Then you can read it?”




    “This is a bad im­pres­sion,” Ter­ri had said. “I can bare­ly see it.”




    “If you saw the orig­inal, you could read it?”




    “Cer­tain­ly.”




    “It’s at the top of one of the deep Albe­mar­le caves.”




    “Shit,” said Dr. Pom­fret.




    “Is that neg­ative?” asked her de­part­ment head.




    “What it is is that I hate two things in the world. Go­ing un­der the ground and go­ing

    high.”




    “You’re the on­ly one who can do it. And don’t wor­ry, Ter­ri, no­body as pret­ty as you is

    go­ing to be al­lowed to fall.”




    So be­cause of her fear of heights, her guide had strung a rope down from the spikes the

    British spelunkers had left in the ceil­ing, and at­tached a pul­ley to it. All she would have

    to do would be to go straight up to the plaque, pulled up by a rope. No climb­ing along the

    roof of the cave.




    “It’s safe, la­dy,” the guide said.




    “All right,” said Ter­ri. The flash­light was sweaty in her hands and her voice felt weak.

    Her pen­cil and pa­per were strapped to her belt in a lit­tle can­vas bag. She was 32 years

    old, with cream-​white skin and raven hair and a face that could have been used for a mag­azine

    cov­er, but she pre­ferred to use her mind for her work, not her body.




    And now her body was be­ing lift­ed up to the top of the cave and her breath was stopped as

    shewas think­ing, I will not think about falling to the bot­tom of the cave. Def­inite­ly

    not. I will not think about falling.




    Falling, she thought. She won­dered if the sil­ica sand at the bot­tom of the cave would

    soft­en a fall. The guide’s light seemed very far be­low. She won­dered if she re­leased her

    blad­der, what would hap­pen. Then she re­mind­ed her­self not to breathe.




    Then the roof of the cave was up there at her bel­ly and she saw the plaque and she said to

    her­self, “This is not En­glish.” And then she said to her­self, “Of course not, you bean­bag,

    it’s Hamid­ian. That’s why you are here.”




    The plaque seemed to be chis­eled in some rough Hamid­ian script; as she touched it, she

    felt that it was met­al, but it had been cov­ered with some kind of paint or stain.




    She propped her flash­light, like a tele­phone re­ceiv­er, be­tween her cheek and shoul­der

    and felt the plaque with both hands. It had the nor­mal Hamid­ian greet­ing. It was from one

    trad­er to an* oth­er. Even if she had not seen the mark­ings, she would have sus­pect­ed

    Hamid­ian, be­cause they were the on­ly tribe in the his­to­ry of South and Cen­tral Amer­ica

    that had been great traders, and they left them­selves mes­sages, such as this one, in many of

    the spots their ships had vis­it­ed all over the world. A mes­sage at the top of a cave. A

    mes­sage mount­ed on a stone ceil­ing 75 feet be­neath the ground, dis­cov­ered on­ly by ex­act

    co­or­di­nates. That was how they hid their sup­plies and trea­sures for each oth­er.




    And there they were at the top of the cave, the co­or­di­nates. Four in­scrip­tions down and

    there wereguide­lines for oth­er Hamid­ians. She had al­ways been sure the an­cient tribe

    had been to Amer­ica, too, and here was the proof. She es­ti­mat­ed it had oc­curred sev­er­al

    hun­dred years be­fore Colum­bus.




    But then the Hamid­ians had died out, ap­par­ent­ly killed off by the Span­ish when they

    came to loot the Amer­ic­as of all their gold. No one had ev­er found the Hamid­ian

    trea­sures.




    She ad­just­ed the flash­light.




    A moun­tain? They were stor­ing a moun­tain? Why would the Hamid­ians store a moun­tain? Why

    would they want to pro­tect a moun­tain?




    She got the next word. It was con­fus­ing. It meant valu­able. It could al­so mean coin in

    some con­texts. It was a very com­mon word for the Hamid­ians. Would they ex­ag­ger­ate? In

    po­et­ry, yes. In a mes­sage to their fel­low Hamid­ian traders, no. They were very lit­er­al

    and pre­cise.




    There­fore, there was an en­tire moun­tain made of coins, thought Ter­ri. Her back hurt. She

    won­dered why her back hurt. Oh, yes. She was hoist­ed up here at the top of the cave and the

    rope was bit­ing in­to her back.




    Moun­tain of coins. She re­mem­bered one of the first Hamid­ian po­ems she had ev­er

    trans­lat­ed. That word was in it. A moun­tain of pure coins. The sun glowed like a moun­tain

    of pure coins.




    No. The sun glowed like a moun­tain of gold. Gold. An en­tire moun­tain of pure gold.




    And she was falling.




    “You damned id­iot,” she screamed. “Hold that rope. I’m get­ting the co­or­di­nates.”




    The rope jumped again and she kicked, feel­ing a sway, see­ing the plaque go far­ther away

    from herbe­fore she had the co­or­di­nates. She was swing­ing and the co­or­di­nates were

    up there get­ting far­ther and far­ther away and then she re­al­ized the rope was sink­ing

    through the piton and she was swing­ing wide like a pen­du­lum, falling, in longer and longer

    arcs.




    She felt her back would break where the rope held her, the flash­light went fly­ing, the

    notepad went fly­ing, and then she hit a wall at the far end of a swing. But it was not a hard

    hit, more like be­ing bumped by a big man. It must have been at the out­er reach of the arc,

    just be­fore she came back. And she bumped again, and at the low­est point of the arc she

    brushed the ground with her legs, and that di­min­ished the force of her fall, leav­ing her in

    the soft sil­ica dust with the coils of rope com­ing down af­ter her.




    It took a few mo­ments to get her breath. She felt her legs and her arms. No se­vere pain.

    Noth­ing was bro­ken. A sharp yel­low light about fifty feet from her il­lu­mi­nat­ed a patch

    on the cave wall. The guide had not on­ly dropped her, he had dropped his flash­light.




    “But­terfin­gers,” she said an­gri­ly. “Id­iot, god­dam but­terfin­gers.” He didn’t an­swer.

    She had to get up her­self and walk over to the flash­light her­self and pick up the

    flash­light her­self and then look around for the but­terfin­gered mo­ron.




    The flash­light was warm and moist and sticky. She couldn’t see what the liq­uid was and she

    didn’t re­al­ly care to. She want­ed to find the but­terfin­gered clown who had let her drop.

    She shone the flash­light around the cave.




    “Shmuck,” she said. “All right. Have you runaway? Is that what you did,

    but­terfmgers?” She was al­most cry­ing, she was so an­gry. How could he do this to her? Him

    and his spine of plat­inum. Re­al­ly.




    She felt some­thing be­neath her foot in the soft sil­ica sand, some­thing like a small

    tube. Had but-​terfin­gers dropped that too?




    She point­ed the flash­light at the ground. And then she re­al­ized why her guide had

    but­terfin­gers. She was look­ing at them. His fin­gers had all been cut off. And so had an

    arm, and the head was look­ing at her with that stupid open-​pupiled gaze of the dead.




    Dr. Ter­ri Pom­fret, pro­fes­sor of an­cient lan­guages, let out a scream in the Albe­mar­le

    Caves that didn’t stop un­til she re­al­ized that there was no one around to hear her. Un­less,

    of course, it was the per­son who had done this to her guide.




    Who­ev­er it was did not come af­ter her. And she made it out­side, af­ter what seemed like

    al­most a full day of dazed wan­der­ing. It had been forty min­utes, and the sticky liq­uid on

    the flash­light was blood.




    She would have bet at that mo­ment that the last place she “would ev­er re­turn would be to

    that cave. The po­lice could find no sus­pect. In­deed, for a while, she was the sus­pect­ed

    mur­der­er of the guide, but then the in­ves­ti­ga­tion just died out, and one day soon af­ter

    sev­er­al men vis­it­ed her. They were from the gov­ern­ment and they asked her if she loved

    her coun­try.




    “Yes. I guess. Of course,” she said.




    “Then I think you ought to know what a moun­tain of gold is,” said one of the men.




    “It’s a load of gold,” said Ter­ri.




    “No, no. That’s what a truck­load of gold is. A moun­tain of gold,” he said solemn­ly, “is

    the most dan­ger­ous strate­gic as­set any na­tion can have. It is pure wealth. It isn’t like

    oil that is vul­ner­able and in the ground. It is the most liq­uid wealth any­one could have.

    In such quan­ti­ty, who­ev­er owned it could lit­er­al­ly con­trol the world.”




    Ter­ri couldn’t be­lieve it. Here she was talk­ing to the gov­ern­ment and they were

    talk­ing non­sense at her.




    “Do you re­al­ly be­lieve the moun­tain ex­ists?” Ter­ri asked. “I mean, even if the

    Hamid­ians were very spe­cif­ic when they were writ­ing about mon­ey, well, let’s face it, a

    moun­tain of gold is … well, a moun­tain of gold. I just don’t think there is that much in the

    world.”




    Dr. Pom­fret did not un­der­stand, said the men from the gov­ern­ment. The pos­si­bil­ity

    that the moun­tain might ex­ist was so dan­ger­ous that they had to go look­ing for it.




    Qui­et­ly, the gov­ern­ment had called in ge­ol­ogists and min­er­al ex­perts and they

    the­orized about the struc­ture of the earth and min­ing ca­pa­bil­ities over the years, and on

    and on, and they said, yes, maybe there could be a moun­tain of gold.




    “I’m not go­ing to go back in­to that cave,” Ter­ri said.




    “Meet Bruno,” said the men from the gov­ern­ment. Bruno was six-​feet-​five and had a head

    shaved like a bul­let and a neck like heavy plumb­ing for an air­craft car­ri­er. His hands

    were as wide as a bread-​box. Hair grew on his fin­ger­tips.




    Bruno smiled a lot. He picked up a tele­phone in Dr. Pom­fret’s of­fice and squeezed it

    un­til the wiring popped out like car­ni­val-​col­ored spaghet­ti.




    “This is your body­guard, Dr. Pom­fret.”




    Bruno’s voice was sur­pris­ing­ly cul­tured, with even a bit of ar­ro­gance in it.




    “I have nev­er lost a client yet, Dr. Pom­fret.”




    “I can see,” she said.




    “You can trust me,” said Bruno.




    “Yes. Well, all right,” said Ter­ri. He was big and he was strong and he did give that

    feel­ing of as­sur­ance. She was up and down in the cave that af­ter­noon, with the en­tire

    in­scrip­tion trans­lat­ed and the co­or­di­nates ac­cu­rate.




    Out­side the cave, Bruno kept telling her how he nev­er lost any­one. His grin be­came

    big­ger. He told her how most as­sas­sins and killers were dumb. That the guide had to be

    es­pe­cial­ly stupid to get his head cut off like that. And his fin­gers and his arms.




    Bruno as­sumed that the killer had ap­par­ent­ly seen him and ex­er­cised some rare

    in­tel­li­gence.




    “He’s prob­ably run­ning right now, back where he came from,” said Bruno as they en­tered

    his lit­tle M.G. con­vert­ible. Bruno smiled again. Bruno put the key in­to the ig­ni­tion.

    Bruno smiled again. Bruno turned the key in the ig­ni­tion. Bruno’s head fell off in­to Ter­ri

    Pom­fret’s lap.




    She was look­ing at a gush­ing sev­ered neck and the head was in her lap. This time when she

    screamed, not even her sore throat could stop the yelling. Peo­ple had to lift her out of the

    car still scream­ing. She was un­der se­da­tion for a week.




    When the doc­tors said she could talk, a gov­ern-​ment rep­re­sen­ta­tive came in­to her

    room. Ter­ri felt as if she were on a cloud and she was al­so feel­ing that when she got off

    the cloud, the ter­ror would be­gin again.




    The gov­ern­ment of­fi­cial was apolo­get­ic.




    “Well, gol­ly, I guess we did it again, didn’t we?” he said. “Se­ri­ous­ly, how­ev­er”




    “Uh­hh,” said Ter­ri and slipped in­to com­fort­able black­ness. The doc­tors ex­plained to

    the gov­ern­ment man that even though the hos­pi­tal could give the pa­tient se­da­tion, she

    al­so had her own form of self-​se­da­tion that mankind had used through­out his­to­ry.




    “What’s that?” the gov­ern­ment man asked.




    “It’s called pass­ing out in ter­ror,” said the doc­tor.




    “Was it a loud scream? Was her whole body in it? Did her breasts move when she

    screamed?”




    Neville Lord Wis­sex wait­ed for an an­swer. He want­ed to know ex­act­ly. He sat in the

    great hall of Wis­sex Cas­tle, in af­ter­noon grays, with a mag­num of new Pe­ru­vian white,

    that made most Chablis taste like a soft drink. A sub­tle dash of co­caine al­ways aroused the

    true bou­quet of a white wine.




    Out­side the win­dow, the British coun­try­side rolled in a pleas­ant and rare sun­ny day,

    green hill to green hill, the an­cient es­tate of the Wis­sex­es. Be­hind Lord Wis­sex were

    stuffed heads, mount­ed on ma­hogany, with small brass plates un­der the necks. The eyes looked

    re­al­is­tic be­cause they came from oc­ular prosthodon­tics. Peo­ple used glass eyes for

    moose. Why use less for hu­mans?




    The Wis­sex fam­ily al­ways in­sist­ed that the eyes be the same col­or as the sub­ject.

    There­fore, the head of Lord Mul­bur­ry had green eyes as he had had in life. And Field

    Mar­shal Roskovsky had blue and Gen­er­al Max­im­il­ian Gar­cia y Gon­za­les y Men­dosa y

    Al­do­mar Bunch had deep brown eyes. As they had had in life.




    But the heads were old. The House of Wis­sex did not take heads any more. One did not need

    them as a sell­ing point any­more. Not in this rich world mar­ket made so boun­ti­ful by all

    the new coun­tries cre­at­ed af­ter World War II.




    Wis­sex want­ed to hear ex­act­ly how the wom­an screamed and af­ter the Gurkha knife­man

    ex­plained how he had made sure the head fell in­to the lap by the an­gle of the cut as Lord

    Wis­sex had sug­gest­ed and how the wom­an could not con­trol her­self, Lord Wis­sex smiled and

    said it was time to dis­pense with plea­sure and get down to busi­ness.




    A small com­put­er ter­mi­nal rest­ed on a sil­ver tray. Wis­sex punched the re­sult of the

    job in­to the com­put­er. There were cer­tain things one did not let ser­vants do. One had to

    do these things one­self if one want­ed to con­tin­ue to pros­per.




    “Let me see your thrust again if you would be so kind,” said Wis­sex.




    The Gurkha made the short smooth thrust and Wis­sex punched its de­scrip­tion in­to the

    com­put­er.




    “Yes, that’s fine,” Wis­sex said, call­ing in a draw from the com­put­er. It showed

    im­me­di­ate­ly how many knife fight­ers were in the em­ploy of the House of Wis­sex, how many

    could be re­cruit­ed, how many could be trained in how much time andthe gen­er­al state

    of the mar­ket at the mo­ment. They had lost some peo­ple in a small job in Bel­gium that the

    lo­cal au­thor­ities there had mis­tak­en for a sex at­tack be­cause the vic­tim hap­pened to

    be a wom­an and the weapons used were knives.




    But there would be no more jobs like that if this new one worked. The House of Wis­sex would

    be able to go on for the next ten years on just this job if it worked.




    Lord Wis­sex looked at the mar­ket pat­tern on the screen with wedges go­ing to the Mid­dle

    East, to South Amer­ica and Africa. There was so much good busi­ness in the Third World

    nowa­days, but this one could put them all to shame.




    “We’re go­ing to pro­mote you and give you a raise,” said Wis­sex, look­ing up at the

    Gurkha. They might need many good knife fight­ers soon, if ev­ery­thing worked out as

    beau­ti­ful­ly as it had in the caves of North Car­oli­na.




    When Ter­ri re­cov­ered, she thought she heard a gov­ern­ment man say she was go­ing to be

    pro­tect­ed by a force so great and so se­cret that even the head of the de­part­ment on­ly

    knew that the Pres­ident had giv­en such as­sur­ance.




    “The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, Ter­ri, is per­son­al­ly au­tho­riz­ing a

    pro­tec­tion so awe­some we don’t even know what he’s talk­ing about. How is that?”




    “How is what?” said Ter­ri. She was fight­ing with all her strength to keep some broth down

    in her stom­ach.




    “You are go­ing to be pro­tect­ed by some­thing on­ly the Pres­ident can au­tho­rize.”




    “Pro­tect­ed for what?” Ter­ri Pom­fret asked.




    “You’re go­ing back in­to that cave,” said the man.




    Ter­ri thought that was what he said. She could have sworn that was what he said. But she

    wasn’t quite sure, how­ev­er, be­cause she was in a very com­fort­able, deep black­ness.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and the sun was set­ting red over Bay Rouge in St. Maarten as he guid­ed

    his sloop to a slow an­chor in the small bay.




    The West In­dies is­land was the size of a coun­ty back in the states, but it was a per­fect

    lo­ca­tion to beam and re­ceive in­for­ma­tion from satel­lite traf­fic in space. That was what

    he had been told.




    The is­land was half French and half Dutch and there­fore, in that con­fu­sion, Amer­ica

    could do just about any­thing with­out be­ing sus­pect­ed. It was the per­fect is­land for a

    spe­cial project, ex­cept that it had too many peo­ple.




    Sev­en­teen too many.




    Jean Bap­tiste Malaise and his six­teen broth­ers lived in grand hous­es be­tween Marig­ot

    and Grand Case, two vil­lages that were bare­ly large enough to de­serve that name, but which

    had more fine restau­rants than al­most any Amer­ican city, and all of Britain, Asia, and

    Africa. Com­bined.




    Fine yachts would dock at Marig­ot or Grand Case for their own­ers to en­joy the cui­sine.

    And some­times, if the own­ers were alone and re­turnedto their yachts alone, some­times

    they were nev­er seen again and their boats, un­der a dif­fer­ent name and dif­fer­ent flag,

    would join the drug fleet of the Malaise fam­ily.




    The fam­ily might nev­er have been both­ered ex­cept that the is­land had to be clean. And

    it had to be cleaned of sev­en­teen peo­ple too many. There could be no out­side force

    func­tion­ing on the is­land.




    The ini­tial plan was that Re­mo would pur­chase a power­boat, just the kind that the

    Malaise were known to pre­fer for their drug traf­fic-​two Chrysler en­gines with a spe­cif­ic

    gear-​to-​pow­er ra­tio, a cer­tain kind of pro­pel­lor, a cer­tain kind of cab­in, a spe­cial

    deck­ing that they ab­so­lute­ly loved, and a rak­ish swept con­fig­ura­tion that was pro­duced

    large­ly by a Cal­ifor­nia man in con­junc­tion with a Flori­da mo­tor as­sem­bly works.




    Re­mo would take this boat and dock on the east­ern side of the is­land. Then he would go to

    a restau­rant alone, al­low him­self to be fol­lowed by one of the sev­en­teen Malaise

    broth­ers, and then qui­et­ly dis­pose of him some­where off the is­land.




    He would con­tin­ue to do this un­til the re­main­ing broth­ers stopped fol­low­ing him, and

    then he would qui­et­ly re­move who­ev­er was left.




    But the plan didn’t work. The prob­lem was the boat. He had bought the right boat in St.

    Bart’s, a neigh­bor­ing is­land, right on time a month ago.




    But the boat need­ed what Re­mo un­der­stood was a “fue­sal.” Ev­ery­body else he brought

    the boat to didn’t know what a fue­sal was. When some­one fi­nal­ly fig­ured out he was

    mis­pro­nounc­ing the item, three weeks of his time had gone and no one couldget the part

    for an­oth­er month be­cause it had to be flown in from Den­mark.




    He nev­er did find out what a fue­sal was ex­act­ly. He point­ed to an­oth­er boat.




    “Give me that,” he had said.




    “That is not a power­boat, sir.”




    “Does it run?”




    “Yes. On sail with an aux­il­iary mo­tor.”




    “Sails I don’t need. Does the mo­tor run and does it have enough gas to get me to St.

    Maarten?”




    “Yes. I imag­ine so.”




    “I want it,” Re­mo said.




    “You want the sloop,” the man said.




    “I want the thing that has enough gas to get me from here,” said Re­mo, point­ing to his

    feet, “to there.” He point­ed to the large vol­canic is­land of St. Maarten, squat­ting un­der

    the Caribbean sun.




    So in­stead of a power­boat a month ear­li­er, a power­boat that the Malaise fam­ily would

    have cov­et­ed, he had a sloop and now he had on­ly 24 hours to clean the is­land.




    He made it to St. Mar­tin eas­ily in the un­fa­mil­iar boat be­cause he did not have to turn

    too much.




    He was a thin man and he slipped in­to the wa­ter of Bay Rouge with­out a wrin­kle on a

    wave. No one on the beach no­ticed that his arms did not flail the wa­ter like most swim­mers,

    but that that body moved by the ex­act and pow­er­ful thrusts of the spinal col­umn, push­ing

    it for­ward, more like a shark than a man.




    The arms mere­ly guid­ed ev­ery­thing. There was hard­ly any wake be­hind the swim­mer and

    then he went un­der­wa­ter so silent­ly one could have watchedhim, and thought on­ly,

    “Did I re­al­ly see a man swim­ming out there?”




    He moved up out of the wa­ter on­to a rocky part of the shore with the speed of a chameleon,

    like man’s first as­cent from the sea. He was thin and with­out vis­ible mus­cu­la­ture. His

    clothes clung wet and sticky to his body but he al­lowed the heat to es­cape from his pores and

    as he walked in the evening air, the cloth­ing be­came dry.




    The first per­son he met, a lit­tle boy, knew where the Malais­es lived. The boy spoke in

    the singsong of the West In­dies.




    “They are all along the beach here, good sir, but I would not go there with­out

    per­mis­sion. No one goes there. They have wire fences that shock. They have the al­li­ga­tor

    in the pools around their hous­es. No one vis­its the Malaise, good sir, un­less of course they

    in­vite you.”




    “Pret­ty bad peo­ple, I guess,” said Re­mo.




    “Oh, no. They buy things from ev­ery­one. They are nice,” the boy said.




    The elec­tric fence was lit­tle more than a few wide strands that might keep an arthrit­ic

    old cow from try­ing to dance out of its field. The moat with al­li­ga­tors was a moist marsh

    area with an old al­li­ga­tor too well fed to do any­thing but burp soft­ly as Re­mo passed its

    jaws. Re­mo could see the house had small holes in the walls for gun­bar­rels. But there were

    al­so air con­di­tion­ers in the win­dows, and noth­ing ap­peared to be locked. Ob­vi­ous­ly

    the Malais­es no longer feared any­one or any­thing.




    Re­mo knocked on the door of the house and atired wom­an, still beat­ing a food

    mix­ture in a bowl, an­swered the door.




    “Is this the home of Jean Malaise?”




    The wom­an nod­ded. She called out some­thing in French and a man an­swered gruffly from

    in­side the house.




    “What do you want?” asked the wom­an.




    “I’ve come to kill him and his broth­ers.”




    “You don’t have a chance,” said the wom­an. “They have guns and knives. Go back and get help

    be­fore you try.”




    “No, no. That’s all right,” Re­mo said. “I can do it by my­self.”




    “What does he want?” called the man’s voice in heav­ily ac­cent­ed En­glish.




    “Noth­ing, dear. He is go­ing to come back lat­er.”




    “Tell him to bring some beer,” yelled her hus­band.




    “I don’t need help,” Re­mo told the wom­an.




    “You’re just one man. I have lived with Jean Bap­tiste for twen­ty years. I know him. He is

    my hus­band. Will you at least lis­ten to a wife? You don’t stand a chance against him alone,

    let alone the en­tire clan.”




    “Don’t tell me my busi­ness,” Re­mo said.




    “You come here. You come to our is­land. You knock on the door and when I try to tell you

    you don’t know my hus­band, you say it is your busi­ness. Well, I tell you, good. Then

    die.”




    “I’m not go­ing to die,” said Re­mo.




    “Hah,” said the wife.




    “Is he go­ing to bring back beer?” called the hus­band.




    “No,” said the wife.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause he is one of those Amer­icans who think they know ev­ery­thing.”




    “I don’t know ev­ery­thing,” Re­mo said. “I don’t know what a fue­sal is.”




    “For a boat?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “Jean knows,” said the wom­an, and then, full-​lung: “Jean, what is a fue­sal?”




    “What?”




    “A fue­sal?”




    “Nev­er heard of it,” the man called back.




    Re­mo went in­to the main room where Jean Bap­tiste, a large man with much girth and much

    hair on that girth, sat on a straight-​backed chair. His hair glis­tened with oil. He had

    shaved no soon­er than a week be­fore. He belched loud­ly.




    “I don’t know what a fue­sal is,” he said. He was watch­ing tele­vi­sion; Re­mo saw Colum­bo

    in French. It seemed fun­ny to have the Amer­ican talk in loud and vi­olent French.




    “It’s bet­ter in En­glish,” Re­mo said.




    Jean Bap­tiste Malaise grunt­ed.




    “Lis­ten, Mr. Malaise, I’ve come to kill you and all your broth­ers.”




    “I’m not buy­ing any­thing,” said Malaise.




    “No. I said kill.”




    “Wait un­til the com­mer­cial.”




    “I don’t re­al­ly have much time.”




    “All right. What? What do you want?” said Malaise, his black eyes burn­ing with anger. This

    was his fa­vorite tele­vi­sion show.




    “I have come,” said Re­mo, very slow­ly and very clear­ly, “to kill you and your six­teen

    broth­ers.”




    “Why is that?”




    “Be­cause we can­not have an­oth­er armed force on the is­land.”




    “Who is this we?”




    “It’s a se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion. I can’t tell you about it.”




    “What se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion?”




    “I said I can’t talk about it,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s a game.”




    “Not a game. You and your broth­ers are go­ing to be dead by morn­ing.”




    “Do I sign some­thing? When do I get the prize?” asked Malaise.




    “I have come here to kill you and your broth­ers and you will all be dead be­fore to­mor­row

    noon,” said Re­mo.




    “All right. What for?” said Jean Malaise. The com­mer­cial was on now and he didn’t like

    com­mer­cials.




    “Be­cause you mur­der peo­ple on their boats and smug­gle drugs in­to Amer­ica with those

    boats.”




    “So why kill me? We’ve al­ways done that. Are we cut­ting in­to your mar­ket?”




    “Lis­ten,” said Re­mo, feel­ing a rare sense of anger. “I am not here be­cause I am a

    com­peti­tor. I am here be­cause you are go­ing to die. Tonight. And your six­teen

    broth­ers.”




    “Shh­hh, the com­mer­cial’s over.”




    “Mrs. Malaise,” said Re­mo. “Would you please call all the broth­ers here? I want to see

    them tonight.”




    “They were here last night,” said Mrs. Malaise.




    “Just call them and tell them to bring weapons if they want.”




    “They al­ways car­ry weapons.”




    “Call them,” Re­mo said.




    “They are re­al­ly go­ing to kill you,” said the wom­an.




    “Call,” said Re­mo and then to Jean Malaise, “What’s hap­pen­ing? I don’t un­der­stand

    French.”




    “This de­tec­tive, Mr. Colum­bo, who is French on his moth­er’s side, is out­smart­ing the

    British.”




    “I think they’ve changed the sto­ry line in trans­la­tion,” Re­mo said. “You wouldn’t

    hap­pen to know what a fue­sal is?”




    “That again?” said Malaise.




    “It goes on a boat and is about eight inch­es long and has ball bear­ings and does

    some­thing with the fu­el mix­ture or some­thing.”




    “No,” said Malaise, still ab­sorbed by the pic­ture.




    “You do­ing a good busi­ness?” Re­mo asked.




    “It’s a liv­ing,” the man said.




    “So far,” said Re­mo.




    It took the broth­ers less than 20 min­utes to as­sem­ble in the liv­ing room. Re­mo could

    not re­mem­ber their names. He wait­ed un­til Colum­bo was over and then spoke to all of

    them.




    “Qui­et. Will you please? Qui­et. Qui­et. Shhh. Will you lis­ten? I’ve come here to kill

    you. Now we can do it here, but I sug­gest out­side be­cause the floors here will get messy as

    hell.”




    “What is the game?” said one.




    “There’s no game,” Re­mo said.




    “Jean Bap­tiste says you are giv­ing away some­thing for a game show. We will be on

    Amer­ican tele­vi­sion.”




    “No, no. You will not be on Amer­ican tele­vision. You are all go­ing to die tonight

    be­cause I am go­ing to kill you. All right, is that clear?”




    There was much con­fused talk­ing in French and there were a few an­gry voic­es. They all

    looked to the old­est broth­er, Jean Bap­tiste Malaise.




    “Okay, you sono­fabitch, now you go­ing to die. You come here in­ter­rupt­ing Colum­bo and

    bring­ing no beer and then ly­ing about us be­ing on tele­vi­sion. You will die. We’ve killed

    hun­dreds.”




    “Not in my liv­ing room,” screamed Mrs. Malaise.




    “Out­side,” said Malaise.




    “Not in the pe­onies,” said Mrs. Malaise.




    Re­mo was the last one out­side and Jean Bap­tiste tried a sim­ple turn with a pis­tol. It

    was ba­si­cal­ly just hid­ing the pis­tol, then turn­ing and fir­ing straight ahead on the

    turn, but Re­mo caught the wrist be­fore its fin­gers could fire and smooth­ly pushed the

    ster­num up in­to the heart, stop­ping it. He caught three tem­ples im­me­di­ate­ly, stop­ping

    the brains, and fol­lowed the oth­ers who had yet to turn around with six blows, rapid, us­ing

    both hands, send­ing frag­ments of the oc­cip­ital in­to the brain, three strokes, two hands,

    one, two, three, very rapid­ly like an au­to­mat­ic riv­et­er. Two oth­ers were turn­ing around

    with knives as he caught their skulls at the coro­nal su­tures, split­ting the cas­ing of the

    brains and rup­tur­ing them.




    One of the broth­ers had a sub­ma­chine gun and was wait­ing to get a shot. He wait­ed

    for­ev­er. He couldn’t quite pull the trig­ger be­cause his arm had been crushed at the el­bow.

    He didn’t even see the hand go through the sub­or­bital notch of the skull. There was just

    dark­ness.




    An­oth­er was squeez­ing off a shot from a .357mag­num with which he had per­son­al­ly

    tak­en 22 lives in des­per­ate is­land coves. He could have sworn he was point­ing the gun at

    the stranger but if that were so, why was he look­ing at the flash? He did not look long. The

    big shell ex­plod­ed in his face.




    An­oth­er had a length of chain with a heavy cop­per-​point­ed lead slug at the end that he

    cracked bot­tles with for prac­tice and faces with for re­al. Some­how the stranger caught this

    dead­ly slug be­ing whipped with cen­trifu­gal force with one del­icate fin­ger and just as

    del­icate­ly put it back in­to the face that had seen so many oth­ers die.




    And then there were two, the last two pi­rates of St. Maarten.




    One emp­tied the clip of a 9-mm pis­tol at the stranger. He could have sworn he was hit­ting

    the body but the body did not drop. It was dark that night with on­ly a sliv­er of moon­light.

    It be­came much dark­er very quick­ly and for­ev­er.




    And then there was one. He had in­tend­ed to fin­ish off what­ev­er there was to fin­ish

    off, but no one ev­er left him with much in the way of com­bat. It had been his job to kill the

    chil­dren left over on boats strand­ed in the Caribbean and he liked the work be­cause he was

    the crud­est.




    “Leave some­thing for me,” he called, turn­ing around, and then he saw that it was all left

    for him. “Oh,” he said.




    “Yes,” said the stranger.




    So the last Malaise looked at his six­teen dead broth­ers and knew it was up to him. Well,

    he was the most cun­ning Malaise. He was the one who had trained his body to per­fec­tion. He

    was the Malaise who held not on­ly the black belt in karatebut the famed red belt. He had

    blend­ed karate with taek­won­do.




    He had nev­er need­ed weapons.




    He went in­to his bat­tle po­si­tion and as­sumed the pos­ture of the co­bra, hiss­ing the

    pow­er in­to ev­ery sinew of his body.




    The stranger chuck­led. “What’s that?”




    “Find out.”




    “Don’t have time for the play stuff,” the Amer­ican said.




    The last Malaise saw the stranger’s skull and pre­pared the blow that could not even be seen

    by hu­man eyes, such was its speed. It came from the very bot­tom of his feet and went out at

    the stranger’s frontal lobe, driv­ing, strik­ing . . . un­for­tu­nate­ly, with­out much pow­er

    be­cause the body was not be­hind it. The body was not be­hind it be­cause the arm was go­ing

    for­ward and the body was go­ing back­ward, and the last Malaise was dead.




    “Leave them there,” said Mrs. Malaise.




    “I was go­ing to clean them up,” Re­mo said.




    “Don’t both­er. We’re go­ing to have fu­ner­als so the un­der­tak­er can do it. Have you

    eat­en?”




    “Yeah. I’m not hun­gry. I’ve got to find a place here and do some­thing else by noon

    to­mor­row.”




    “You’re kind of cute. Spend the night. You don’t want to go walk­ing around the is­land at

    night.”




    “I’ve got to.”




    “Part of the quiz game?” the wom­an asked.




    “Sure,” lied Re­mo.




    “What do I get for telling you what a fue­sal is?”




    “Noth­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s a form of Ba­li­nese make­up.”




    “Wrong,” said Re­mo. “It’s got some­thing to do with boats.”




    “Right. What was I think­ing of? Is there a con­so­la­tion prize?”




    “You have the fu­ner­als. You get all their mon­ey if you’re smart,” Re­mo said. “What more

    do you want?”




    “Nev­er hurts to ask,” said Mrs. Malaise. Re­mo walked out be­yond the sleepy al­li­ga­tor

    and the loose strands of elec­tri­cal wire and back to the main road, a nar­row two-​lane and

    noth­ing to spare strip that sur­round­ed the is­land.




    On this is­land, Up­stairs could cre­ate all the traf­fic it want­ed and it would blend with

    the tourists who kept the restau­rants filled. Up­stairs could do all its in­ter­na­tion­al

    work in serv­ing Amer­ica, as the pow­er­ful se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion that did not ex­ist on

    pa­per. It could nev­er be ex­posed to light or in­ves­ti­gat­ed by some head­line-​hun­gry

    politi­cian be­cause it sim­ply nev­er was.




    And now its for­eign op­er­ations were mov­ing to this ide­al is­land. As Up­stairs had

    said, in the form of one rather dry, Dr. Harold W. Smith, di­rec­tor: “It is a per­fect base

    for satel­lite com­mu­ni­ca­tion. It is easy to dis­guise ingress and egress among the

    tourists. And best of all, it is not Amer­ican soil. If our cov­er gets blown, at worst it can

    be blamed on the CIA.”




    And since the key to the op­er­ations was the vast and com­plex com­put­er sys­tem that

    mon­itored key fi­nan­cial and crim­inal traf­fic in the world, Smith had an even bet­ter plan.

    A far safer plan than any phys­ical trans­fer of the records of in­ter­na­tion­al vi­olence and

    crime.




    The records would be lost if they were phys­ical­ly car­ried from one spot to an­oth­er. But

    they would be ab­so­lute­ly safe if they were beamed in code from one com­put­er sys­tem to

    an­oth­er, from the home base in Rye, New York, where the or­ga­ni­za­tion’s cov­er iden­ti­ty,

    Fol­croft San­itar­ium, was lo­cat­ed, to the new one on St. Maarten Is­land.




    As Smith had ex­plained, since hu­man hands would not touch it, since no tan­gi­ble ob­ject

    would car­ry it, since it would hap­pen in mi­crosec­onds, the cru­cial in­for­ma­tion that the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion ran on would be safer in tran­sit by satel­lite beam than any oth­er way. Just

    as safe as if the in­for­ma­tion re­mained in head­quar­ters in Amer­ica-​safer even, be­cause

    Amer­ica with all its prob­ing groups and pub­lic­ity-​hap­py politi­cians could be­come a bit

    un­com­fort­able. There had been too many close calls, Smith told Re­mo. Too many peo­ple that

    Re­mo had had to qui­et for­ev­er.




    Re­mo had said, “Not that many. You ought to leave things where they are.”




    And Smith had said it was bet­ter to beam the records to St. Mar­tin, and Re­mo had said,

    “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” but Smith hadn’t lis­tened.




    Re­mo walked past the small vil­lages, hear­ing frogs croak in marsh­land ponds, through

    streets so nar­row they could not ac­com­mo­date two pass­ing cars and a pedes­tri­an side by

    side, past el­egant restau­rants and then he turned right.




    A small airstrip was to his right with a build­ing the size of a wood­shed. An in­nocu­ous

    lit­tle pri­vate air­field.




    Be­hind it stood a neat new build­ing with the sign, Ana­logue Net­work­ing, Inc., the new

    high-tech busi­ness of St. Maarten. Smith had ex­plained that they would em­ploy at least one

    hun­dred peo­ple off the is­land with­out one of them un­der­stand­ing what he was be­ing paid

    to do. Which was cru­cial for the cov­er. All op­er­atives of CURE, the se­cret

    or­ga­ni­za­tion, did not know what they were do­ing or who they were work­ing for. Ex­cept

    Smith and Re­mo. And Re­mo didn’t care.




    Re­mo in­tro­duced him­self at the Ana­logue Net­work­ing gate and for­got the pass­word. It

    was not un­usu­al for high-​tech in­dus­tries to have pass­words lest some­one steal valu­able

    mi­crochips.




    Re­mo sug­gest­ed “Tippeca­noe and Tyler Too.”




    “It’s ‘Mick­ey Mouse,’ ” the guard said. Then he shrugged. “You close enough. One can’t be

    too much the stick­ler, can one?”




    “Nope,” said Re­mo agree­ably.




    Re­mo wait­ed in­side the plant un­til morn­ing when the pro­gram­mer ar­rived with a large

    loaf of fresh French bread, less than an hour from the bak­ery ovens. Re­mo re­fused a bite. He

    had eat­en on­ly two days be­fore and his body wouldn’t need any­thing for a few days more.

    Still, the smell was good and re­mind­ed him of the days when he ate nor­mal­ly, be­fore his

    train­ing, be­fore so many things.




    Five min­utes be­fore noon, he saw the tech­ni­cian punch in­struc­tions in­to a ma­chine.

    The tech­ni­cian ex­plained that the com­put­ers op­er­at­ed the ra­dio aeri­al out­side so as

    to get the best and clear­est lock on the over­head satel­lite. No hu­man hands would touch

    it.




    A phone call came on a pri­vate line, not at­tached to the is­land’s tele­phone

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions.




    It was Smith for Re­mo.




    “We’re go­ing to be send­ing in a minute. You un­der­stand what that means? Noth­ing will be

    here. Ev­ery­thing will be there once the trans­mis­sion is com­plete. We are eras­ing

    com­plete­ly here.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand that stuff, Smit­ty.”




    “You don’t have to. Just stay on the phone.”




    “Not go­ing any­where,” Re­mo said, look­ing at the tech­ni­cian in front of the com­put­er

    con­sole. The tech­ni­cian smiled. Re­mo smiled. More than a dozen years of se­cret

    in­ves­ti­ga­tions would be moved any mo­ment through space to the discs in this com­put­er.

    The tech­ni­cian on­ly knew he was get­ting records; he didn’t know what records, and if he had

    learned, it would have meant his life.




    There was a crack­le on the tele­phone line with Smith. Prob­ably some storm across the

    thou­sands of miles of open sea.




    “Okay,” said Smith.




    “What?” said Re­mo.




    “Done,” said Smith. “What’s your read­ing down there?”




    “What’s our read­ing?” Re­mo asked the tech­ni­cian.




    “Ready when he is,” said the tech­ni­cian.




    “Ready when you are, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “They are al­ready gone,” Smith said.




    “He says he sent them,” Re­mo told the tech­ni­cian.




    The tech­ni­cian shrugged. “Noth­ing here.”




    “Noth­ing here,” Re­mo said.




    “But I got an ac­knowl­edge­ment,” said Smith.




    “We send an ac­knowl­edge­ment?” asked Re­mo. The tech­ni­cian shook his head. “Not from us,

    Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh, no,” groaned Smith. Re­mo thought that it might just have been the first emo­tion he

    had ev­erheard wrung from the tight-​lipped CURE di­rec­tor. “Some­one has our records

    and we don’t know who.”




    “Want any­thing else?” Re­mo asked pleas­ant­ly.




    “There may not be any­thing else,” Smith said.




    “I don’t trust ma­chin­ery,” Re­mo said, and he hung up and head­ed to­ward where he knew

    Smith could reach him if he want­ed.




    Bar­ry Schweid was look­ing for the new gim­mick, the to­tal­ly new con­cept that would

    cat­apult him from the dinky $200,000 screen­play to the $500,000 plus gross. To do that, his

    agent said, he had to be orig­inal.




    No copy­ing Star Wars or Raiders of the Lost Ark or Jaws.




    “Copy some­thing no­body else is copy­ing.”




    “Ev­ery­body is copy­ing ev­ery­thing,” Schweid said.




    “Copy some­thing new,” said the agent, so Bar­ry had a bril­liant idea. He had all the old

    scripts put on com­put­ers, re­al­ly old scripts. He would blend all the great old ideas, even

    from the old silent flicks. But in the mid­dle of cre­at­ing a new script, he pan­icked.

    Copy­ing the oldies was just too orig­inal for him. He had to hook in­to new­er ma­te­ri­al. So

    he had a disc satel­lite an­ten­na put up out­side his Hol­ly­wood home. He had the disc

    ar­ranged to pick up all the new tele­vi­sion shows and trans­form them by sound in­to

    scripts.




    But on the first day, the whole com­put­er sys­tem went crazy. There was no script. The

    soft­ware used up his en­tire sup­ply of stor­age ma­te­ri­al which he had been as­sured could

    not be used up in a hun­dred years.




    And then when he went to ad­dress his newest script to the pro­duc­ers, Bindle and

    Marmel­stein, he saw the strangest read­out. It was no pack­age la­bel that came out of the

    ma­chine but three full sheets of com­put­er read­out, as to the strange ways Bindle and

    Marmel­stein fi­nanced pic­tures.




    They were con­nect­ed with the biggest co­caine deal­er in Los An­ge­les. And there it all

    was on the com­put­er print­outs. How much the man dealt, where his home was, who were his

    sources of drugs in South Amer­ica, how Bindle and Marmel­stein helped move the coke through

    the film in­dus­try.




    There were many strange things on the com­put­er and Schweid hadn’t or­dered any of them. He

    called the com­put­er sup­pli­er.




    “There was a storm over the At­lantic the oth­er day. Fouled up re­cep­tions from all the

    satel­lite sta­tions,” said the sup­pli­er.




    “So if I got some in­for­ma­tion, it wouldn’t nec­es­sar­ily be wrong, but it might just be

    in­for­ma­tion I wasn’t sup­posed to have got­ten,” Schweid said.




    “Yeah, I guess so. It was all scram­bled, all over the at­mo­sphere.”




    When Bar­ry con­front­ed Hank Bindle and Bruce Marmel­stein, the pro­duc­ers, and told them

    he knew about their co­caine con­nec­tion, they promised that Bar­ry would nev­er again sell a

    script in the busi­ness, that this was an out­rage, that he had sunk low­er than any­one else

    in Hol­ly­wood had ev­er sunk be­fore. Bruce Marmel­stein’s in­dig­na­tion was such that Hank

    Bindle fell in­to tears, re­al­iz­ing the depth of hurt in his part­ner.




    Both of them were in tears when Bruce fin­ished talk­ing about free­dom of in­for­ma­tion

    mean­ing freedom for all mankind. That done, Bruce asked Bar­ry Schweid what he want­ed them to

    give him to keep qui­et.




    “I want to do Ham­let.’”




    “Ham­let” said Bruce. He han­dled the busi­ness af­fairs of the com­pa­ny. He had a wide

    Val­ium smile. “What’s Ham­let?”




    “It’s old stuff. It’s British, I think,” said Hank Bindle. He was the cre­ative arm of the

    pro­duc­tion team. He dressed in sneak­ers and ten­nis shirts and looked like Bo Peep but those

    who knew him had the sense that he was more like the con­tents of a sewage sys­tem. But

    with­out the rich­ness.




    “James Bond, you’re talk­ing,” said Bruce.




    “No,” said Bar­ry. “It’s a great play. It’s by Shake­speare, I think.”




    “Naaaah. No box of­fice,” said Marmel­stein.




    “Let’s see how much coke you fel­lows moved last year,” said Bar­ry.




    “Okay. Ham­let. But with tits. We got to have tits,” said Marmel­stein.




    “There were no tits in Ham­let,” Bar­ry said.




    “All men? Gay?” said Hank Bindle.




    “No,” said the writ­er. “There was Ophe­lia.”




    “We’ll have Ophe­lia with the biggest set of tits since Genghis Khan,” said Bruce.




    “Genghis Khan was a man,” Bar­ry Schweid said.




    “With a name like Genghis? A man?” said Bruce, shocked. He looked at Hank Bindle. “I think

    so,” Bindle said. As the cre­ative arm, he was sup­posed to be able to read news­pa­pers and

    ev­ery­thing, even ones with­out pic­tures.




    “Was this Genghis Khan gay?” asked Marmei-​stein.




    “No,” Schweid said. “He was a great Mon­gol con­queror.”




    “I nev­er heard of a mon­grel with a name like Khan,” said Marmel­stein. “He was prob­ably

    gay.”




    When Re­mo ar­rived at the con­do­mini­um, set above the blue wa­ters of Mi­ami Beach, he

    brought a duck and some rice for the fol­low­ing day’s din­ner.




    A wisp of a man with del­icate strands of white beard and white locks com­ing down over his

    ears sat on the ve­ran­da. He wore a ki­mono and did not turn to an­swer when Re­mo called his

    name.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said again. “Is ev­ery­thing all right?”




    Chi­un, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, said noth­ing.




    Re­mo did not know if Chi­un was be­ing qui­et or if he was just ig­nor­ing Re­mo. There was

    no way that he had not heard him. Chi­un could hear an el­eva­tor start on the next block.




    “I got the duck,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes, of course, the duck,” Chi­un said. Right. It was ig­nor­ing that he was do­ing.




    “Is some­thing wrong?” Re­mo asked.




    “What should be wrong? I’m used to this.”




    “Used to what, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “I said I was used to it.”




    Chi­un looked out to the sea, his long fin­ger­nails fold­ed in­to each oth­er.




    Re­mo thought, / will not ask. He wants me to ask. Re­mo start­ed the slow boil­ing of the

    rice. He looked back at Chi­un and sur­ren­dered.




    “All right. What are you used to?” he asked.




    “I am so used to it I hard­ly no­tice.”




    “You no­tice enough to ig­nore me,” Re­mo said.




    “Some things one can­not shut out, no mat­ter how hard he tries.”




    “What?”




    “Did you en­joy St. Maarten?” Chi­un asked.




    “You didn’t want to go. I had to take sev­en­teen broth­ers all at once by my­self. I could

    have used you. For­tu­nate­ly, they bunched up so there wasn’t any prob­lem. But you know

    sev­en­teen is sev­en­teen.”




    “Has it come to this?” Chi­un asked woe­ful­ly.




    “What?”




    “You’re try­ing to use guilt on your teach­er. On the train­er who has giv­en you the

    awe­some pow­er of Sinan­ju. And now guilt? Guilt for what? For giv­ing you what no white man

    has ev­er had? Giv­ing from my own blood and breath­ing. And then you come here af­ter be­ing

    gone for a month and you try to make me feel guilty?”




    “What did I do?” Re­mo asked.




    “Noth­ing,” said Chi­un and turned to the win­dow in si­lence.




    In Mi­ami Beach the next day, the tele­phone rang. The call was for Re­mo. Smith would be

    com­ing in­to Mi­ami. Ap­par­ent­ly there was some­thing even more im­por­tant than CURE’s lost

    files.




    Had Re­mo or Chi­un, in their trav­els, ev­er heard of a moun­tain of gold?


  




  

    Chapter Three




    The knife went in­to the throat per­fect­ly, slic­ing across the jugu­lar and cut­ting the

    wind­pipe, ren­der­ing the sol­dier help­less.




    Neville Lord Wis­sex stepped back so that Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa Gar­cia y Ben­itez

    could see his sol­dier die, could see how well the knife fight­er worked.




    “We take a reg­ular Gurkha sol­dier and give him fur­ther train­ing, as you can see,” said

    Lord Wis­sex. He wore a pin­striped busi­ness suit with vest and gray leather gloves.




    The gen­er­alis­si­mo watched. He could have sworn his sol­dier would have killed the knife

    fight­er, for the sol­dier had the very ef­fec­tive street club that all the

    gen­er­alis­si­mo’s sol­diers car­ried when they helped pro­tect the lib­er­at­ed peo­ple of

    mod­ern Hamidia.




    Hamidia was bound­ed by three Latin-​Amer­ican coun­tries that would have had the most

    re­pres­sive regimes in South Amer­ica if it were not for Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa’s.




    Two things, how­ev­er, saved Moom­basa fromprotests by the worid. From with­out and

    with­in. One, his sol­diers with clubs would kill protesters very of­ten and very thor­ough­ly.

    That took care of protest from with­in. Sec­ond, he had wise­ly put a ham­mer and sick­le on

    his flag, called his coun­try the “Peo­ple’s Demo­crat­ic Re­pub­lic of Hamidia” and went about

    talk­ing so­cial­ism as piles of peo­ple, who were fool­ish enough to whis­per un­kind things

    about him, went up in flames. Moom­basa called them “my bon­fires.” The world out­side Hamidia

    ig­nored the bon­fires and con­cen­trat­ed on­ly on the ham­mer and sick­le. No protests from

    there ei­ther.




    Once, when he got tired of burn­ing peo­ple, he tried to take over Uruguay, Paraguay, and

    Venezuela. He did this by killing bathers, schoolchil­dren, bus drivers, air­plane

    pas­sen­gers, peo­ple in restau­rants, and any oth­er un­pro­tect­ed cit­izens with his

    sol­diers, who were gen­er­al­ly too cow­ard­ly to fight oth­er sol­diers.




    At­tacks on civil­ians were not con­sid­ered atroc­ities be­cause Moom­basa called them

    “bat­tles in the war of lib­er­ation.” Prompt­ly, three quar­ters of the news­pa­pers in Great

    Britain and half its uni­ver­si­ties opened their minds to his far-​reach­ing

    philoso­phies.




    At first he had said, “I don’t got no phi­los­ophy. I kill peo­ple.”




    But it was then that he and Neville Lord Wis­sex be­came fast and true friends. He called

    Lord Wis­sex “my good friend Neville.”




    Of course, half the oth­er peo­ple he had called his good friends were now charred rem­nants

    buried on the out­skirts of Lib­er­ation City, his cap­ital. The oth­er half killed for

    him.




    Wis­sex had said to him: “We’ll get you a phi­los­ophy and then you can kill any­one you

    want in any way you want and you will be re­spect­ed in the world com­mu­ni­ty. Noth­ing you

    can do will be con­demned ex­cept by peo­ple you can call names your­self.”




    “What kind of phi­los­ophy?” Moom­basa had asked. He thought it might have some­thing to do

    with not eat­ing meat.




    “Marx­ism. Just say you are the peo­ple and any­one against you is against the peo­ple and

    there­fore you are de­fend­ing the peo­ple as you kill any­one you want. But you must al­ways

    blame ev­ery­thing that goes wrong on the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica. And some­times Great

    Britain.”




    Moom­basa couldn’t be­lieve how well it worked. He spent mu­nic­ipal tax­es on a new

    plea­sure boat for him­self in­stead of sewage dis­pos­al and half a city died from the

    en­su­ing dis­eases. Then he blamed Amer­ican im­pe­ri­al­ism for the suf­fer­ing of his

    peo­ple, and im­me­di­ate­ly scores of new ar­ti­cles ap­peared in Eu­rope and Amer­ica

    de­scrib­ing how the gen­er­alis­si­mo fought hunger, dis­ease, and Amer­ican

    im­pe­ri­al­ism.




    It gave him an in­ter­na­tion­al li­cense to kill. Hav­ing been grant­ed that, he made his

    first im­por­tant pur­chase from Lord Wis­sex: a de­layed-​ac­tion bomb and, more

    im­por­tant­ly, the Wis­sex em­ploy­ees to de­liv­er it.




    He al­most top­pled two neigh­bor­ing gov­ern­ments that way, be­fore they sent armies to

    his bor­ders, and he sud­den­ly de­cid­ed they were broth­ers in the nev­er-​end­ing bat­tle

    against Amer­ican ag­gres­sion and tyran­ny.




    But now, Lord Wis­sex was ask­ing an as­tound­ing price for knife fight­ers.




    “Five mil­lion dol­lars?” said Moom­basa. “Let me see the knife.”




    Lord Wis­sex nod­ded the Gurkha knife­man to ap­proach the large chair on which the

    gen­er­alis­si­mo sat. The Gurkha hand­ed the blade hilt for­ward.




    Moom­basa looked at the knife. He felt the blade. It was sharp. He ran a hand across the

    back of the blade. It was curved.




    “I give you twen­ty-​five dol­lars,” said the gen­er­alis­si­mo to Wis­sex.




    Lord Wis­sex smiled tol­er­ant­ly.




    “That’s ten dol­lars too much, my friend Moom­basa, Pres­ident for Life. It is not the

    knife. It’s the de­liv­ery. You can buy a lump of lead for a pen­ny, but de­liv­ered from a

    high-​pow­ered spe­cial sniper’s ri­fle, that bul­let costs much more. It is not the

    ma­te­ri­al but what you want to do with it that costs,” Wis­sex said.




    “Right. I got no one worth five mil­lion dol­lars dead,” said the gen­er­alis­si­mo,

    hand­ing back the knife. He told the Gurkha who had killed his sol­dier, “Nice cut,

    kid­do.”




    “You don’t want to kill some­one, old friend,” said Lord Wis­sex. “You want to cap­ture

    some­one.”




    “I don’t want to tor­ture no one worth five mil­lion.”




    “You prob­ably won’t have to tor­ture her,” said Wis­sex.




    “Her? I can get any wom­an I want in Harni­dia for ten bucks, two thou­sand in Hamid­ian

    cash, which is”




    “Nine nine­ty-​five to­day,” whis­pered an aide whohad one of the few se­cure jobs in

    the na­tion. He could read and count. Some­times with­out mov­ing his lips. “The ex­change rate

    down again to­day.”




    “Right,” said the gen­er­alis­si­mo. “Nine nine­ty-​five.”




    “You want to talk to her,” Wis­sex said.




    “Ain’t no­body I want to talk to five mil­lion dol­lars worth.”




    “Ah, but you do. Talk to her and you may be­come the rich­est, most pow­er­ful man in the

    world.”




    “God is good,” said Moom­basa. “How?”




    “The an­cient Hamid­ians that first set­tled this land were the great­est traders of the

    an­cient world. They cre­at­ed a for­tune so vast that in gold alone, they owned an en­tire

    moun­tain.”




    “Lots of mon­ey in moun­tains of gold,” said the gen­er­alis­si­mo bland­ly. “Nice leg­end.

    I like leg­ends.”




    “Sup­pose the leg­end is true. Sup­pose it is and sup­pose there is, hid­den some­where,

    that moun­tain of gold. It would make any­one the rich­est, most pow­er­ful per­son in the

    world. It’s more im­por­tant than oil be­cause it is so spend­able. No mar­ket prices be­ing

    set at con­fer­ences. No de­liv­ery halfway across the world, like oil. Gold is pure

    wealth.”




    “Who’s got this moun­tain?”




    “We don’t know who has it yet, but we know who right­ful­ly owns it.”




    “Who?” asked Moom­basa. He knew he was go­ing to like this an­swer.




    “You,” said Lord Wis­sex. “It is Hamid­ian wealth.”




    “God’s light shine through your eyes. Your mouthspeaks His truth,” said Moom­basa.

    Tears welled in his eyes. He looked to his gen­er­als and aides. They were all nod­ding. He

    would get them new uni­forms. Medals with re­al gold in them. Maybe even the new elec­tron­ic

    gear for tor­ture. Ev­ery oth­er coun­try in South Amer­ica had them. And him­self? He would be

    able to live up to the name he had giv­en him­self: “the Great Bene­fac­tor.” And he would be

    able to stash more gold in Switzer­land than any­one else who had ev­er lived.




    Ac­cord­ing to Lord Wis­sex, in Amer­ica there was a wom­an who could read an­cient

    Hamid­ian. An an­cient plaque had been found and she had trans­lat­ed it to tell where the

    moun­tain of gold was. But she was keep­ing it to her­self. And the evil Yan­kees were keep­ing

    her sur­round­ed so she would lead them to the gold, the gold that was right­ful­ly the

    nat­ural prop­er­ty of the proud Hamid­ian peo­ple.




    “The thieves,” said Moom­basa.




    “Ex­act­ly,” said Lord Wis­sex. “I’d like to in­ter­est you in the knife. The knife is

    ba­sic. It is clas­sic and, in this case, high­ly ap­pro­pri­ate. Sev­en knife fight­ers of the

    high­est qual­ity and train­ing, and guar­an­teed ser­vice by the House of Wis­sex, the

    great­est house of as­sas­sins in the his­to­ry of the world. We de­liv­er the girl and she

    de­liv­ers the gold and ev­ery­thing is neat and prop­er.”




    “Good. When I get the gold, you get the five mil­lion,” said Moom­basa.




    “I’m sor­ry, Gen­er­al Pres­ident, but we are not in the gold busi­ness. We are pur­vey­ors

    of vi­olence and it is the tra­di­tion of the House of Wis­sex that we must be paid in

    ad­vance, in cash.”




    “Five mil­lion dol­lars? You talk­ing about ten tanks.




    Or the ed­uca­tion bud­get for the next five hun­dred years.”




    “How much do you want your gold?” Wis­sex asked.




    “I give you two mil­lion.”




    “I’m aw­ful­ly sor­ry, my friend, but you know we can’t bar­gain. It’s just not that sort of

    busi­ness.”




    “All right, but I got to get some blood too,” said Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa Gar­cia y

    Ben­itez, Pres­ident for Life and the Great Bene­fac­tor. “I ain’t spend­ing no five mil­lion

    dol­lars for no dry knife.”




    “All the blood you wish. You are, of course, the client,” said Neville Lord Wis­sex.




    Dr. Ter­ri Pom­fret was fi­nal­ly tak­ing sol­id foods when the two walked in­to her

    hos­pi­tal room and said they were her pro­tec­tion. At first she had thought they were

    pa­tients.




    The old Ori­en­tal could not have weighed a hun­dred pounds if his green ki­mono were sewn

    with lead. The white, ob­vi­ous­ly, was a man­ic hos­tile.




    Rather hand­some in a sin­is­ter way, of course, but hos­tile. Def­inite­ly.




    He told her to stop eat­ing the food be­cause that would kill her faster than any­thing

    out­side the hos­pi­tal. Then he told her that he wasn’t all that in­ter­est­ed in her

    prob­lems, her anx­iety about height or depth, and as for any­one cut­ting any­one else’s

    throat, she didn’t have to wor­ry, her throat was safe.




    “I was as­sured I was go­ing to get the finest pro­tec­tion in the coun­try. Now who or what

    are you?” asked Ter­ri Pom­fret. She felt the tears coming up again be­hind her eyes. She

    want­ed a tis­sue. She want­ed an­oth­er Val­ium. Maybe a dozen Val­iums.




    The old one said some­thing in an Ori­en­tal lan­guage. She rec­og­nized it as Ko­re­an, but

    he spoke quick­ly and in an ac­cent she had nev­er heard so she could not trans­late.




    What he had said and she didn’t un­der­stand was: “What a dis­grace! Once proud as­sas­sins

    and now nurse­maids.”




    And the white an­swered in the same gut­tural ac­cent. “Smit­ty says it’s im­por­tant. We’ve

    got to get a moun­tain of gold or some­thing and this glut­ton can find it.”




    “We will be sell­ing shirts on your street cor­ners be­fore that hap­pens,” said Chi­un.




    “What are you two talk­ing about?” said Ter­ri. She dabbed an eye with the tis­sue.




    “We are dis­cussing how love­ly you are,” said Chi­un. “How your beau­ty ra­di­ates through

    your sor­rowed eyes, how your tra­vails bear down on not on­ly a fine wom­an but a most

    beau­ti­ful one as well.”




    “Re­al­ly?” asked Ter­ri.




    “What else would we say, gra­cious la­dy?” asked Chi­un.




    “Re­al­ly?” said Ter­ri to Re­mo. She was start­ing to like these two a bit.




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “What?” said Ter­ri. “Did you say no?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    “He can­not bear such love­li­ness,” Chi­un told her and then barked to Re­mo in Ko­re­an:

    “What is wrong the mat­ter with you? You nev­er un­der­standwom­en. First you go telling

    them things they don’t want to hear and then you com­plain.”




    “I’m not at my best, you know. I’ve had such trou­bles” Ter­ri start­ed.




    Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed. “Why don’t you tell us all about it on the way to the cave? We’ve got

    to check that in­scrip­tion one more time be­fore we go track it down, right?”




    “Cave?” said Ter­ri.




    “The Albe­mar­le Caves. Where ev­ery­body keeps get­ting cut in­to pieces,” Re­mo said.




    Ter­ri smiled, ex­cused her­self, and then went bliss­ful­ly in­to dark­ness.




    She came to, un­for­tu­nate­ly, in the wrong place. She was dressed and in the cave it­self.

    She rec­og­nized the high ceil­ing and the dan­gling rope. She went im­me­di­ate­ly in­to shock

    and when she came to, she was in the arms of the man who was called Re­mo.




    The Hamid­ian writ­ing was com­ing down to her. Then she re­al­ized that she was mov­ing

    up.




    This Re­mo was climb­ing with one hand, as eas­ily as if they were both walk­ing up a flight

    of steps. He pulled, raised a hand, grabbed, then pulled again. Very quick­ly and very

    se­cure­ly, even as he held her in one arm. She smelled the mois­ture at the top of the cave.

    She start­ed to faint and then she felt his oth­er hand do some­thing to her spine.




    She wasn’t afraid.




    She hadn’t had a Val­ium and she wasn’t afraid.




    “What did you do?”




    “Your fear was in your spine,” Re­mo said.




    “That can’t be. It’s emo­tion­al. My brain isn’t in my spine.”




    “Don’t bet on it,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s work­ing,” said Ter­ri. “I’m not afraid and I’m not tak­ing Val­ium. But I’m here

    again.” And sud­den­ly, she did feel a pang of fear and the hand mas­saged her low­er spine

    again.




    “Stop do­ing it to your­self, okay?” said Re­mo.




    “What? What?”




    “Mak­ing your­self fright­ened. You’re scar­ing your­self and pump­ing adrenalin in­to your

    body and that’s stupid be­cause you don’t know how to use it any­way,” he said.




    “Okay,” said Ter­ri. “I’ll try it. This feels great any­way. I’ve nev­er been up here

    with­out fear be­fore. I’ll nev­er be afraid again.” She said it and she meant it and then she

    saw some­thing and she screamed out her fear right in the stranger’s face. Peo­ple with knives

    were com­ing in­to the cave. Ug­ly curved knives. Ag­ile peo­ple and she was on top of the

    cave, hang­ing from the wall, pro­tect­ed by two men who didn’t even have weapons.




    “Don’t scream. He loves an au­di­ence,” Re­mo said.




    “The old man,” yelled Ter­ri in hor­ror. “He’ll be killed.”




    “It’s Chi­un,” said Re­mo, “and if you keep qui­et, he’ll put them away qui­et­ly, but if he

    knows he’s got an au­di­ence of some­one he is serv­ing, he’ll waste time. He al­ways

    does.”




    Ter­ri saw the knife fight­ers sur­round the old man in the green ki­mono. She screamed:

    “Watch out be­hind you.”




    “That did it,” said Re­mo with a sigh. “I sup­pose you want to watch.”




    She couldn’t not watch. The ki­mono flowed, a Gurkha fell, the ki­mono danced like wind on

    the cave floor, first flow­ing, then cir­cling and the knife fight­ers fell and tum­bled like a

    carousel where all the hors­es on the out­side sud­den­ly col­lapsed at once. Fi­nal­ly there

    was on­ly one and he lunged at the old man and the green ki­mono sud­den­ly stut­tered and then

    fell. He was dead.




    “Eeeeeeeee,” screamed Ter­ri as Chi­un fell.




    The knife fight­er plunged down, blade first, to­ward the green ki­mono, but then kept

    go­ing in­to the sil­ica sand of the cave bot­tom where he twitched and then stopped. The green

    ki­mono rose, and then did a bow to the up­per reach­es of the cave.




    “See. I told you,” said Re­mo. “We would have been down by now but you had to en­cour­age a

    per­for­mance.”




    “I didn’t even see his hands move,” she said.




    “You’re not sup­posed to,” said Re­mo. “If you had, we’d be dead.”




    On that word, Ter­ri faint­ed again and came to with the in­scrip­tions above her. She read

    them calm­ly. It was good that she had come back to the cave. She had missed one of the

    tell-​tale punc­tu­ations and mis­read one word. Now she could place the moun­tain on the

    Yu­catan penin­su­la, near the old Hamid­ian em­pire.




    “You see the sign says that all gold from the coun­try had to be moved to the Yu­catan,

    be­cause the moun­tain is the one safe place for the gold,” Ter­ri ex­plained to Re­mo.




    “Wrong,” he said. “There is no safe place.” Here­peat­ed what he had learned a long

    time ago from Chi­un. “The on­ly safe place is in your own mind.”




    “How do I get there?” she asked.




    “You got ten years and noth­ing else to do?” asked Re­mo and then he took her down the wall,

    again as eas­ily as if de­scend­ing stairs. On the soft sand floor, she said she didn’t want to

    see any more bod­ies.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Bar­ry Schweid was giv­ing Ham­let what Hank Bin-​die called “punch” when some­thing strange

    came up on his word-​pro­cess­ing com­put­er.




    Bindle had said he ba­si­cal­ly liked Hamkt but could Schweid im­prove Ham­let’s char­ac­ter

    by hav­ing him win at the end?




    “We don’t want this ‘to be or not to be’ stuff. Peo­ple don’t like in­de­ci­sive,” Bindle

    had said.




    “No box of­fice in it. Nev­er was,” said Bruce Marmel­stein.




    “In­stead of ‘to be or not to be,’ have him say what he is re­al­ly think­ing,” Bindle had

    told Schweid.




    “What’s that?”




    “I’m go­ing to kill the guy who killed my fa­ther and is sleep­ing with my moth­er,” said

    Bindle.




    “The moth­er with the big jugs,” said Marmel­stein.




    “Ophe­lia’s got the jugs,” said Schweid.




    “No law against two wom­en with a nice set each,” said Marmel­stein.




    “Too much on the breasts. This is Shake­speare, you know. You have to re­spect it,” Schweid

    in­sist­ed.




    “Okay, Bar­ry,” said Bruce Marmel­stein.




    “But I’ll give you him say­ing some­thing about get­ting the man who is sleep­ing with his

    moth­er now,” Schweid said.




    “Right. We want the ten­sion of Jaws, the ex­cite­ment of Raiders of the Lost Ark,” said

    Bindle.




    “We’re go­ing to have a prob­lem with peo­ple who know that Ham­let los­es the big sword

    fight at the end. You know, there’s some­body out here in Hol­ly­wood who’s ac­tu­al­ly read

    the play and he says peo­ple won’t like Ham­let los­ing.”




    “Lose?” said Bindle, shocked. “No­body los­es. The hero nev­er los­es.”




    “And he gets the wom­an with the tits,” said Marmel­stein.




    “But Shake­speare’s Ham­let los­es,” said Schweid. “I was told that.”




    “What lose? You want to make a hun­dred and fifty dol­lars do­ing an off-​Broad­way

    noth­ing?” said Bindle. “We’re talk­ing big bucks here. Big-​bud­get pic­ture. No­body is

    go­ing to do a big-​bud­get pic­ture about a los­er.”




    “Legs. Ophe­lia’s got to have legs,” said Marmel­stein. “But we’ve got an artis­tic

    prob­lem. What about full frontal nu­di­ty?”




    “Shake­speare was an artist,” said Bindle. “We must stand up for his right to ex­press his

    high­est emo­tions, no mat­ter what the cost to us per­son­al­ly.”




    “Sex act?” said Marmel­stein. “Watch her and him balling on film?”




    Bindle shook his head. ‘I said no mat­ter what the cost. I didn’t say get­ting an

    x-​rat­ing. That’ll kill us at the box of­fice. And you, Schweid, we want some win­ning

    vi­olence. Make Ham­let the tough­est moth­er ev­er to come out of Eng­land.”




    “Some­body told me he was Dan­ish,” said Schweid.




    “I thought Shake­speare was En­glish,” said Bindle.




    “Some­where over there. Eu­rope,” said Marmel­stein.




    “Shake­speare was Dan­ish,” said Bindle. “Hmm­rnm.”




    “No. The char­ac­ter, Ham­let, was Dan­ish,” said Schweid.




    “Big tits,” said Marmel­stein, who had been wor­ry­ing about flat-​chest­ed En­glish wom­en.

    He had been think­ing of us­ing Swedes and dub­bing in En­glish voic­es. Now he could use

    Dan­ish wom­en with Dan­ish-​sized fronts.




    “It’s al­ways act­ed by Brits,” said Bar­ry.




    “Hey, we’re do­ing your pic­ture. Do us a fa­vor. Get us what we need. We need the

    vi­olence. We need Ham­let punch­ing his way, fend­ing his way through evil, pro­tect­ing

    Ophe­lia, re­veng­ing his fa­ther’s death,” said Bindle.




    So back to the word-​pro­ces­sor com­put­er went Bar­ry Schweid and, in anger, he punched

    out calls for force, for vi­olence, for de­struc­tion. And sud­den­ly ap­peared on his screen

    the code sys­tem for reach­ing some­one.




    The code word was Shi­va and Bar­ry looked it up in the en­cy­clo­pe­dia that had come with

    the house. Shi­va was an east­ern god, known as the De­stroy­er of Worlds.




    He looked back at the com­put­er. He saw pat­terns of train­ing on a graph. He saw where an

    an­cient house of as­sas­sins had cre­at­ed a sin­gle ef­fec­tive killing arm for a se­cret

    or­ga­ni­za­tion, the first white man ev­er to learn those skills. He knew that be­cause there

    were some old ques­tions more than adecade be­fore about whether the stu­dent could

    learn. It was all right there on the TV screen.




    What a fan­tas­tic idea, he thought. The great­est as­sas­sins that ev­er lived, tiny

    Ori­en­tals, in­fus­ing their knowl­edge and pow­er in­to a white man. And why not? The white

    man could be Ham­let.




    He was so ex­cit­ed he called Hank Bindle at home.




    “Okay, we got it,” yelled Bar­ry in­to the tele­phone. “Ham­let gets train­ing from

    as­sas­sins. The great­est as­sas­sin who ev­er lived. An Ori­en­tal.”




    “No,” said Bindle.




    “But the teach­er is Ko­re­an, see. He’s got to be Ko­re­an be­cause this one house of

    as­sas­sins is the sun source of all the mar­tial arts. You see, mar­tial arts get weak­er the

    more they get away from the orig­inal pow­er these peo­ple taught. Ev­ery­thing else is an

    im­ita­tion. Peo­ple saw these Ko­re­ans in ac­tion and im­itat­ed them. That’s why all the

    mar­tial arts come from the east.”




    “No way,” said Bindle. “Chop­sa­ki. Bruce Lee. A five mil­lion dol­lar pic­ture that

    gross­es fif­teen mil­lion. We’re talk­ing about a twen­ty-​two mil­lion bud­get. The guy has

    got to be white.”




    So Schweid made the teach­er white. It didn’t hurt, be­cause he had the whole sto­ry. Right

    on the com­put­er, there were hun­dreds of cas­es of in­trigue and dan­ger and how the pupil

    had cre­at­ed so­lu­tions through force.




    Bar­ry had the script done in three days. He thought it was grand, maybe even the best thing

    he had ev­er copied.




    “No, ab­so­lute­ly not,” said Bindle. “Where is the wom­an in dan­ger? Where are Ham­let’s

    prob­lems?




    You’ve got to think he can’t make it be­fore he makes it. No­body is go­ing to care about

    some guy who goes flip-​a-​fin­ger and kills some­body. Have the fin­ger break off. Have him

    bleed. Have him suf­fer. And then he wins.”




    “And gets the Dan­ish broad with the big knobs,” said Marmel­stein.




    “I like it,” said Bindle.




    “It’ll jig­gle,” said Marmel­stein.




    But Bar­ry Schweid was a bit ner­vous about re­turn­ing to the com­put­er. The sto­ry lines

    he had seen there had seemed re­al and in ev­ery one of them, peo­ple had re­al­ly died. It

    ex­plained many killings in the world which had been un­solved.




    He looked at the com­put­er re­ports for a long af­ter­noon be­fore de­cid­ing to plunge

    ahead. Af­ter all, how could it all be true? So many killings by one se­cret as­sas­sin?




    And be­sides, he wasn’t in­to pol­itics. He was a cre­ative artist, and he had a right to

    fol­low his muse, no mat­ter what it told him to copy.




    So he start­ed writ­ing.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    The gar­den­er had been tak­ing the un­want­ed rose blos­soms for his daugh­ter.




    And so the gar­den­er would die.




    He would die piece by piece. The bul­lets would carve him like a chis­el.




    But save the legs for last. That would en­able him to try to run.




    The ros­es were just an ex­cuse. Walid ibn Has­san need­ed to blood his new Maus­er with the

    spe­cial .348 long bar­rel. There were those who pre­ferred to use on­ly pa­per tar­gets

    be­fore work, but those were less­er gun­men. They did not have tra­di­tion.




    Back be­fore guns, Walid’s great-​great-​grand­fa­ther would not use a sword un­less it had

    been cured in the body of a strong man, ac­cord­ing to the Arab tra­di­tion for the

    man­ufac­ture of good steel blades. The Spaniards would use oil, and the Ital­ians wa­ter to

    quench the red-​hot steel of a sword.




    But the re­al­ly good steel, the Dam­as­cus blade of the Arabs, had to be quenched in

    blood.




    Walid was enough of a re­al­ist to un­der­stand that the wa­ter in the blood did the

    quench­ing of thesteel. But he al­so un­der­stood the re­al mean­ing of cur­ing a blade

    like that. It meant the weapon was for killing. It was not for or­na­ment and it was not for

    beau­ty. It was a killing tool.




    And that was why, this day, in his man­sion over­look­ing the blue Mediter­ranean of the

    Tunisian coast­line, he wait­ed for his gar­den­er to steal one more rose.




    The bush­es were in blos­som and the per­fume blend­ed with the vig­or­ous salt of the

    Mediter­ranean and breezes com­ing in from Crete and Greece and the won­drous places where man

    first laid the foun­da­tions of West­ern thought.




    Walid ibn Has­san saw the gar­den­er’s red and white check­ered kaf­fiyeh come around the

    high stone wall. He saw it pause and go down as the man picked a rose blos­som, go fur­ther and

    then down as he picked yet an­oth­er.




    Walid could have used the cook. The cook was steal­ing meat from the kitchen. But the cook

    was fat and could not run, so Walid wait­ed for the gar­den­er.




    He saw the kaf­fiyeh go down, then up, then down, then up, and then the man came around the

    bend of the wall, smil­ing.




    In his robe, he cra­dled sev­en per­fect blos­soms.




    He came to Walid ibn Has­san and of­fered to show how beau­ti­ful they were.




    “You grow the finest ros­es in Tunisia. Nay, the en­tire North African coast,” the

    gar­den­er said.




    “Thank you, friend. You are not just a ser­vant. You are a son to me.”




    “Thank you, Pasha ibn Has­san,” said the gar­den­er.




    “But I on­ly see sev­en blos­soms.”




    “Yes,” said the gar­den­er. His eyes could not stay away from the gun.




    “You bent down ten times.”




    “Did I, great Pasha?”




    “Where are the oth­er three blos­soms?” Walid asked.




    “They were not fit to grace your home. I have them in my pock­et.”




    “And what do you do with those blos­soms you keep in your pock­et?”




    “Those,” the gar­den­er said with a laugh, “those are not near­ly good enough for your

    house. Not near­ly. I give them to my daugh­ter.”




    “You give my ros­es to your daugh­ter. I have been like a com­pas­sion­ate fa­ther to you,

    and you take my ros­es in re­turn?”




    “But you would not use them, O Pasha.”




    “That is not for you to de­cide. When one takes a gift in­stead of wait­ing for it to be

    giv­en, that then is steal­ing.”




    “Oh no, great one.”




    “Still I am com­pas­sion­ate and gen­er­ous. I am your friend and a man of hon­or. You may

    run. I will not shoot you close-​up for your thiev­ery. Run.”




    The gar­den­er fell to his knees, cry­ing “Please.”




    “Run or I will shoot you here and you will see the end to my com­pas­sion.”




    The gar­den­er stood up, trem­bling.




    “Run,” said Walid ibn Has­san and, true to his word, he did not fire un­til the man was

    fifty yards away. At that point, he sent a slug in­to the flail­ing left hand and got the first

    fin­ger. At six­ty yards he got the sec­ond fin­ger and at sev­en­ty he had to takethe

    hand. By a hun­dred yards, the hand was a stump on the wrist, breath­ing blood.




    Has­san had the Maus­er at his cheek and work­ing well. She was a good gun. She took a piece

    out of the right shoul­der, and at 180 yards when the dis­tance was be­com­ing too great for

    per­fect ac­cu­ra­cy, she put a per­fect slug in­to the left knee.




    It dropped the man. Has­san worked his beau­ty, quick­ly, be­fore the man could die of blood

    loss. He took off the feet, chang­ing clip af­ter clip to keep shoot­ing.




    The gar­den­er twitched and jerked each time Has­san’s beau­ty sent a lead kiss across the

    grounds to their tar­get. She tor­tured the man beau­ti­ful­ly, even tak­ing off his man­hood,

    and when she was asked, she sent the gar­den­er to eter­ni­ty with a shot through the eye.




    Walid ibn Has­san kissed his beau­ty on her grip and very ten­der­ly put her in­to a vel­vet

    case. She was ready.




    The gar­den­er would be buried among the ros­es where his body could, in death, nour­ish the

    roots as he had in life.




    Has­san had cured his weapon in blood.




    He was ready. That af­ter­noon he was on an air­plane bound first to Mex­ico City and then

    to the na­tion of Hamidia. To get his beau­ty through all the air­port checks, he had her

    dis­as­sem­bled in­to sev­er­al sec­tions; but fi­nal­ly, af­ter the flight from Mex­ico by a

    small air­plane to the Peo­ple’s Demo­crat­ic Re­pub­lic of Hamidia, he was at the gates of the

    Peo­ple’s Lib­er­ation Palace with his beau­ty, as he had been in­struct­ed to be.




    Nine oth­er men wait­ed with their ri­fles.




    “Hel­lo, Ma­hat­ma,” he said to the In­di­an. “Bless­ings up­on you, Wu,” he said to the

    Burmese.




    “Walid, my broth­er,” said the Ghana­ian, dark as pitch with a killing eye that Walid knew

    was as ac­cu­rate as a beam stretched to the dark side of the uni­verse.




    “What is it this time, Walid?” Wu asked.




    “I do not know. Ma­hat­ma al­ways knows.”




    Ma­hat­ma shrugged and read­just­ed his tur­ban. “I do not know. But we al­ways do well with

    Lord Wis­sex.”




    On this, ev­ery­one agreed.




    They wait­ed for half an hour in the hot Hamid­ian sun with the odors of Lib­er­ation City

    waft­ing to them from un­fin­ished sew­ers. They did not mind this, main­ly be­cause their own

    coun­tries were run re­mark­ably like Hamidia. It was a re­quire­ment of the Third World that

    one’s grandiose am­bi­tions for a new world or­der were in in­verse pro­por­tion to how well

    your gov­ern­ment treat­ed hu­man waste. Thus sew­ers were de­layed while del­egates built the

    new in­fras­truc­tures of world gov­ern­ments. This was best done, how­ev­er, away from Third

    World coun­tries be­cause their streets stank. It was no ac­ci­dent that the Third World

    coun­tries nev­er moved the Unit­ed Na­tions away from New York City.




    Fi­nal­ly Lord Wis­sex emerged from the Peo­ple’s Palace.




    “Are we all here?” he called out.




    There were ten yeses amid wish­es for his long health, the fe­cun­di­ty of his wife

    con­cern­ing male chil­dren, and var­ious as­sort­ed gods wish­ing him all man­ner of eter­nal

    life and wealth.




    “Thank you all,” said Lord Wis­sex. “The House of Wis­sex has al­ways re­lied on its loy­al

    al­lies and friends in its hour of need. We are as­sured by your faith­ful ser­vice of your

    good wish­es and we see fine for­tune ahead for all in these en­deav­ors up­on which we now

    em­bark.”




    There was gen­er­al ap­plause.




    “We have been called up­on to de­fend the nat­ural rights of the in­de­pen­dent na­tion of

    Hamidia-​which we will do,” said Wis­sex. “And do forthright­ly.”




    “Hear, hear,” came voic­es from the ten gun­men.




    “Tal­ly ho,” said Lord Wis­sex. “Fol­low me.” All ten snipers marched in­to the court­yard

    and then in­to the palace, where Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa sat brood­ing with his gen­er­al

    staff.




    “Ri­fles,” he said to Wis­sex in dis­gust. “I got thou­sands of ri­fles.”




    Walid ibn Has­san heard his pre­cious loved one called a “ri­fle.” He said noth­ing; nor did

    the oth­ers. He had been in sit­ua­tions like this be­fore and Lord Wis­sex had ex­plained:




    “In sit­ua­tions like this, talk not with your tongue but with your weapon. And I will

    de­cide when that talks.”




    But Has­san did not need Lord Wis­sex to ex­plain this. His fa­ther had told him this. And

    his grand­fa­ther had told his fa­ther and his grand­fa­ther had been told by his

    great-​grand­fa­ther.




    For the fam­ily of Has­san had worked for the House of Wis­sex for many gen­er­ations. In

    days gone by, way in the past, Has­san knew, a man would pledge him­self to a king’s ser­vice

    and when the king pros­pered, the man would pros­per. Butwhen the king fell, so did the

    man. He would lose ev­ery­thing.




    Then one day, an En­glish­man had ar­rived in Tunisia look­ing for the best ri­fle shot and

    when it was shown to be a Has­san, he ex­plained to the man a new way of do­ing things. One did

    not serve a sin­gle king, but one pro­vid­ed a ser­vice to any king. One worked for gold. Gold

    nev­er failed. Gold was nev­er as­sas­si­nat­ed or de­feat­ed in bat­tle or ev­er be­trayed its

    own­er one dark night with poi­son in a friend­ly-​look­ing cup. All eyes smiled on gold and

    nev­er was the rev­olu­tion that had over­turned it.




    Gods dis­ap­peared be­fore man’s love of gold. Give Lord Wis­sex your ri­fle and Lord

    Wis­sex would give you gold. Af­ter, of course, prop­er com­mis­sions were tak­en by the House

    of Wis­sex. Lord Wis­sex had not come to the shores of Tunisia as a char­ity.




    Through the years, the House of Wis­sex had been proved right, so Has­san wait­ed, let­ting

    the in­sults pour from the semilit­er­ate South Amer­ican dic­ta­tor. As did Ma­hat­ma and Wu

    and the Ghana­ian and all the oth­er snipers. They had heard in­sults be­fore, but they al­ways

    got paid.




    “I use my own ri­fles. Why I got­ta pay you, Wis­sex? Mil­lions?”




    “Be­cause these are not just ri­fles,” said Lord Wis­sex cool­ly. “These are prime-​qual­ity

    snipers.”




    “Al­ready I got snipers. You hang in a tree and you shoot some­one in the head.”




    “Would you like a demon­stra­tion?” asked Wis­sex.




    “Sure. You. Car­li­to. Gen­er­al Car­li­to. Shoot that nig­ger in the face.” He point­ed to

    the Ghana­ian.




    Gen­er­al Car­li­to wore dark sun­glass­es and many shiny medals. Walid ibn Has­san could

    hear the medals shak­ing.




    Gen­er­al Car­li­to spoke. “You there. Cap­tain. Shoot the nig­ger.”




    And the cap­tain spoke.




    “You there. Sergeant. Shoot the nig­ger.”




    And the sergeant, look­ing at the Ghana­ian’s fine ri­fle, and re­mem­ber­ing tales of what

    hap­pened when Wis­sex’s knife fight­er had come to the palace, jumped out the first floor

    win­dow and ran.




    “Must I do ev­ery­thing my­self?” said Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa. He put his right hand on

    his pis­tol and with his left hand point­ed to Has­san, who was hold­ing his beloved one in his

    fin­gers in front of him.




    “You there,” said Moom­basa and Has­san stepped for­ward.




    Moom­basa stared at him with Latin dark eyes. A dead­ly smile crossed his face. His weight

    bal­anced even­ly on both feet. His hand rest­ed on the pis­tol as light as a bird, but as

    dead­ly as a hawk.




    “You there,” said Moom­basa again and beck­oned slow­ly with a left fin­ger. Moom­basa’s

    of­fi­cers stepped aside lest a bul­let stray, a bul­let head­ing for their beloved

    gen­er­alis­si­mo.




    “You there,” said Moom­basa, his voice now even ar­ro­gant. “Shoot that damned sergeant who

    jumped out the win­dow.”




    The Hamid­ian gen­er­al staff ap­plaud­ed.




    “We got to keep dis­ci­pline,” said Moom­basa. The gen­er­al staff agreed. With­out

    dis­ci­pline, man was noth­ing. Dis­ci­pline, said one colonel, sep­arat­ed man from beast.




    “You got a point there,” said the gen­er­alis­si­mo.




    Has­san walked ca­su­al­ly to the win­dow, raised his gun in a smooth mo­tion, and fired as

    soon as it reached his cheek.




    The Hamid­ian gen­er­al staff thought he had made a mis­take, that the gun had gone off

    ac­ci­den­tal­ly. They had not even seen the Tunisian aim.




    “You want an­oth­er shot?” said Moom­basa.




    “Ex­cuse me, Gen­er­alis­si­mo,” said Lord Wis­sex. “He hard­ly needs that, what?”




    “What?” said Moom­basa.




    “Doesn’t need that, what?”




    “What? What what?” asked Moom­basa.




    “Please come to the win­dow,” said Lord Wis­sex.




    The en­tire gen­er­al staff moved to the win­dow and there, ly­ing at the wall of the palace

    court­yard, was the sergeant with a sin­gle shot in the back of his head.




    “What you call that thing?” said Moom­basa, point­ing to the weapon in Has­san’s hands.




    “Beloved,” said Has­san.




    “Yeah. Where they sell them beloveds? Looks like a Maus­er to me.”




    “Ex­cuse me,” said Lord Wis­sex. “The hir­ing of the tool in­cludes the man.”




    “Can I shoot that thing?” Moom­basa said.




    “I am afraid that is one thing I can­not sell you,” Wis­sex said.




    “All right then. The ri­fle­man,” Moom­basa yelled. “But 1 want that moun­tain of gold. I

    was as­sured that the knife fight­ers wouldn’t fail.”




    “I beg your par­don,” Wis­sex said, “but not so, sir. What we as­sured you was that we

    pro­vid­ed the finest knife fight­ers there are.”




    “This time I want suc­cess.”




    “You are get­ting the best,” said Lord Wis­sex.




    “Make sure,” said Moom­basa, and while Has­san and the oth­er snipers marched out, Wis­sex

    fi­nal­ized the con­tract. Five mil­lion dol­lars more.




    Be­fore the snipers set off, Wis­sex de­scribed the wom­an they were to seize.

    Ap­par­ent­ly, there was some ob­struc­tion, he said, some body­guards that were bet­ter than

    the usu­al thick-​wit­ted mus­cle­men.




    “You there, Ma­hat­ma, you will be in charge. I want to know what the body­guards are like,

    be­fore you de­stroy them. But seize the girl un­harmed.”




    And then Wis­sex took out a map and showed where the wom­an and her body­guards would be

    go­ing. It was a small vil­lage in the Yu­catan penin­su­la.




    “They will be go­ing to this vil­lage. Camp­ing over prob­ably. And then on to this area

    over here, where the wom­an may find an in­scrip­tion. That might be the best point be­cause

    they will all be con­cen­trat­ing on that in­scrip­tion. Do you un­der­stand?”




    “Spo­ken is done,” said Ma­hat­ma.




    There were oth­er things Ter­ri Pom­fret didn’t like be­sides heights and depths. She didn’t

    like mosquitoes. Some said the Yu­catan grew them with bel­lies like base­balls and beaks like

    rail­road spikes.




    “How come he isn’t both­ered? Or you?” she said to Re­mo. They had stopped four times for

    her to rest.




    “Be­cause, like the forces of the uni­verse, mosquitoes re­spect the good,” Chi­un said.

    “How­ev­er,they do not bite Re­mo be­cause I have taught him tricks.”




    “Teach me tricks,” said Ter­ri.




    “Why?” said Chi­un.




    “Be­cause I’m not go­ing any far­ther un­less you do,” she said.




    “Then sit and stay here. We have promised to keep you alive, not com­fort­able,” Chi­un

    said.




    “Why did you have to say that to him?” Re­mo asked Ter­ri,




    “What dif­fer­ence does one more in­sult make in a life?” Chi­un in­ter­rupt­ed. “They are

    like the mosquitoes. Killing one does no good, nor is it missed.”




    “What in­sult? What in­sult did I say?” screamed Ter­ri. Her skin bit­ten, her legs raw from

    the sweat­ing pants, the jun­gle so hu­mid it was like swim­ming; and now to top it all, the

    Ori­en­tal was an­gry at her.




    “Well, you wouldn’t think it’s an in­sult,” Chi­un said.




    “Of course I don’t think it’s an in­sult. I don’t even know what it is,” she said.




    “How crude. How white,” said Chi­un.




    “I didn’t say it,” Re­mo said.




    “No. This time you didn’t. But your friend did.”




    Re­mo was mad. Ter­ri Pom­fret wasn’t his friend. She was a very talky pro­fes­sor who had

    to be es­cort­ed to some make-​be­lieve moun­tain of gold. But ear­ly on, when he had had

    trou­ble con­vinc­ing her that she would be safe, Chi­un had de­cid­ed that she was Re­mo’s

    friend. That way, he could add her ac­tions to Re­mo’s and keep brim­ming the bowl of the

    world’s in­jus­tices to a land, de­cent old manwish­ing on­ly peace. It some­times could

    keep Re­mo in line.




    But this time, Re­mo had de­cid­ed it was not his fault and she was not his

    re­spon­si­bil­ity. And he was go­ing to do the job be­cause it was his job. No more. She was

    not his friend, and he wouldn’t take that bag­gage from Chi­un. Even if she was at­trac­tive

    when she wasn’t yelling as she was now.




    “Will you, for heav­en’s sakes, please, please, please tell me what in­sult I com­mit­ted.

    Just tell me. I won’t do it again.”




    “It’s noth­ing,” said Chi­un.




    “No. Tell me. Please tell me. So I will nev­er do it again.”




    “If you wish and on­ly be­cause you beg. I should be ad­dressed as ‘Gra­cious Mas­ter.”




    “Cer­tain­ly, Gra­cious Mas­ter. Ab­so­lute­ly, Gra­cious Mas­ter.”




    And Chi­un raised a fin­ger so that the long nail was per­pen­dic­ular to his shoul­der.




    “Cor­rect,” he said. “See, Re­mo. I have just met this noi­some wom­an and al­ready she

    knows how to ad­dress me.”




    “I’m not call­ing you Gra­cious Mas­ter,” Re­mo said.




    “And af­ter all I have giv­en him,” Chi­un told Ter­ri.




    “Why don’t you call him Gra­cious Mas­ter if that’s all he wants?” Ter­ri asked.




    “You don’t un­der­stand,” Re­mo said. “Let’s go.”




    “And now you’re mad,” Ter­ri said to Re­mo.




    “Sweet­ie, if you want to go through life with ev­ery­one lik­ing you, bet­ter dig a hole

    and end it now be­cause that isn’t go­ing to hap­pen,” he said.




    Ter­ri slapped her neck. There was an­oth­er mosquito bite. Chi­un picked three leaves and

    told Ter­ri to chew them.




    “The Chocatl chew them from birth and mosquitoes nev­er both­er them. A good peo­ple, the

    Chocatl. In your cal­en­dar of 907, we ser­viced the Chocatl, al­though they were some­what

    poor. We took carv­ings in­stead of gold. The In­cas had gold. The Mayans had gold. But not the

    Chocatl. But be­cause they showed prop­er re­spect for a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, we killed the

    evil king who was per­se­cut­ing these good peo­ple. Even though they had no gold. On­ly

    carv­ings.”




    “That’s a beau­ti­ful sto­ry. But I thought the Amer­ic­as were on­ly dis­cov­ered in the

    1400s,” Ter­ri said.




    “By white men,” Chi­un ex­plained.




    “Why didn’t you share your knowl­edge with the world?” Ter­ri asked.




    “Open up a mar­ket to com­peti­tors?” Chi­un said.




    “I think that is very beau­ti­ful about serv­ing some­one for on­ly carv­ings be­cause that

    was all they could af­ford. It makes even as­sas­sins look no­ble. Not that I have any­thing

    against what you do,” Ter­ri said.




    “We are of­ten mis­un­der­stood,” said Chi­un. He looked at Re­mo, but Re­mo was look­ing up

    ahead. This was sup­posed to be a vil­lage trail, yet there were no signs of any­one hav­ing

    walked the path in the last few hours-​which they would cer­tain­ly find if they were close to

    a vil­lage. There were no fresh­ly snapped twigs or pressed fo­liage from feet that left

    ev­er-​so-​minute im­pres­sions on the cells of the leaves.




    “Don’t you think that is beau­ti­ful?” Ter­ri asked Re­mo.




    “About the carv­ings of the Chocatl?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes.”




    “Have you seen them?” Re­mo asked.




    “No. Of course not.”




    “Ask him what those carv­ings were made of,” Re­mo said.




    He tried to get the sense of the vil­lage up ahead as Chi­un had taught him. One could feel

    a con­cen­tra­tion of peo­ple if one let the body do it. You didn’t force the lis­ten­ing or

    you would nev­er hear. You let what was be, and in be­ing, you un­der­stood it was there. But

    the path was widen­ing and there was no vil­lage up ahead. How he knew, he could not ex­plain.

    But like so much of Sinan­ju, it just was.




    There was some­thing up ahead but it wasn’t a friend­ly vil­lage.




    “What were the carv­ings made of?” Ter­ri asked, chew­ing the leaves and hap­pi­ly

    sur­prised that mosquitoes now seemed to try to avoid her.




    “A noth­ing,” Chi­un said. “Cer­tain­ly not gold.”




    “He says noth­ing,” she told Re­mo.




    “Since when is jade noth­ing?” said Re­mo. He raised a hand for a halt.




    “Jade? The carv­ings were jade? And you said they were noth­ing,” Ter­ri told Chi­un.




    “You can think of jade as noth­ing,” Chi­un said bland­ly.




    “No one else does.”




    “When you are used to work­ing for gold and set­tle for less, then jade is noth­ing. It is

    noth­ing com­pared to your love­ly smile,” Chi­un said.




    “Do you mean that?” Ter­ri asked. Her head turned to­ward Chi­un, she bumped in­to

    Re­mo.




    “Hey. You in­ter­est­ed in liv­ing? Stop,” said Re­mo.




    “How could I not mean it?” Chi­un asked Ter­ri.




    “I’ve been told my smile is my best fea­ture,” Ter­ri said. She felt a hand on her

    shoul­der. Re­mo was point­ing for her to step back.




    “It al­ways is with the re­al­ly great beau­ties,” Chi­un said.




    “I’ve nev­er thought of my­self as a great beau­ty. At­trac­tive maybe. Stun­ning per­haps,”

    said Ter­ri Pom­fret. “But not re­al­ly a great beau­ty. Not re­al­ly. Not all the time,

    any­way.”




    “When the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju says great, he means great,” said Chi­un. “I have seen

    stun­ning and at­trac­tive. You are far be­yond that.”




    “Hey, Ter­ri. Death. De­struc­tion. Fear. Get­ting killed. Val­ium. Heads rolling. Fin­gers

    cut off. Dan­ger,” said Re­mo, try­ing to get her at­ten­tion.




    “Yes,” said Ter­ri, giv­ing a very spe­cial smile to Chi­un. “Did you want some­thing,

    Re­mo?”




    “I want to save your body.”




    “Oh, yes. That. Thank you. Your teach­er is such a won­der­ful per­son. I am so glad I got

    to know how re­al­ly de­cent a true as­sas­sin is.”




    “Step back. That’s it. Thank you,” said Re­mo.




    “I mean, most peo­ple think as­sas­sins are just killers, you know. They don’t take time to

    re­al­ly know them.”




    “Back,” said Re­mo.




    “They judge with­out know­ing. And that is just ig­no­rance,” she said.




    “Beau­ti­ful wom­an, he is work­ing. Please step back with me,” said Chi­un.




    “I didn’t no­tice,” she said apolo­get­ical­ly.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “Three di­rect threats can be very sub­tle.”




    Re­mo moved on up the trail. He want­ed to be alone for this. He want­ed to move alone. He

    was qui­et with the trail but the birds were not call­ing. He was qui­et with the trail but the

    nois­es of peo­ple where there should be nois­es were not com­ing up the trail.




    He had not done much train­ing in the coun­try­side be­cause, as Chi­un had ex­plained,

    ma­jor work was al­most al­ways done in cities be­cause that was where the rulers were.




    Yet the way to know­ing the jun­gle was know­ing one­self. One knew the sea by one’s blood.

    One knew the jun­gle by one’s breath.




    Re­mo moved like a mid­night dream, silent with all that was around him be­cause he was part

    of all that was around him. Long ago, be­fore he had been re­cruit­ed for this train­ing, in a

    time of beer and bowl­ing al­leys and ham­burg­ers with cheese on them and sug­ar and toma­to

    sauce, he would have thought of a place like the jun­gles of the Yu­catan as bush­es that

    should be re­moved.




    Now, as a part of it, he was sure of it.




    “I hate this junk,” he mum­bled to him­self, look­ing at the broad green leaves and bright

    flow­ers. “Pot this place, plant some grass and make it a golf course or a park.”




    A bowl­ing al­ley, he thought, would look nice around here. Any­thing would look nice here

    ex­cept this jun­gle. That was what he thought when he saw the out­lines of a man in

    cam­ou­flage com­bat fa­tigues. Man had a gun. An­oth­er sniper on thesmall ridge

    sur­round­ing the trail that en­tered the vil­lage. Look­outs.




    Re­mo moved off the trail and skirt­ed the two snipers. He would have liked to have moved up

    a tree for a look in­to the vil­lage but high things for men who were prepar­ing a trap al­ways

    at­tract­ed no­tice. Un­der­brush was safe.




    He moved low through that un­til he came to the clear­ing. The clear­ing re­mind­ed him that

    peo­ple did not re­al­ly ev­er live in the jun­gle be­cause they al­ways had to clear space for

    their vil­lages.




    And then he saw the pit. He knew what was in there be­cause no one was mov­ing in the

    vil­lage. All the vil­lagers had been killed and put in that pit. And then leaves had cov­ered

    it.




    It had to be re­cent, with­in the last few hours, be­cause hu­man bod­ies rot­ted quick­ly.

    It was one of the few species that al­most al­ways had food in its stom­ach.




    There were more men. A few sur­round­ed the vil­lage but the greater con­cen­tra­tion were

    at the small hillock to the south, the one with a black crag­gy rock stick­ing out of it, as if

    some­one had brought it in from Col­orado and stuffed it in­to the jun­gle.




    Re­mo count­ed ten men in all.




    The main body was at the large black rock. They al­so had a spring net as if they were

    go­ing to cap­ture some an­imal. The im­por­tant thing, Re­mo told him­self, was not to let any

    one of the snipers go wan­der­ing off. One of them might just throw a shot down the trail,

    which would be no prob­lem for Chi­un but might hurt Ter­ri.




    Ten, thought Re­mo and moved up be­hind thefirst very qui­et­ly. The sniper was ly­ing

    in prone po­si­tion, the ri­fle rest­ing on his palms. Re­mo sev­ered the spinal col­umn just

    be­neath the cra­ni­um. The sniper went to sleep on his ri­fle for­ev­er.




    Re­mo caught the next sit­ting lo­tus-​like with the gun in his lap. Re­mo moved his left

    hand to the throat and with the con­cen­trat­ed pow­er some might as­cribe to a steam shov­el

    kept the man seat­ed with more and more pres­sure un­til the back cracked.




    He put away two more who were scan­ning the long trail with binoc­ulars. He sim­ply put the

    binoc­ulars in­to the heads with a smoth­ered slap in­to the lens­es. The eye sock­ets kept

    go­ing.




    Re­mo heard a lit­tle tune in his head. It was “Whis­tle While You Work” and he hummed it

    soft­ly.




    Walid ibn Has­san wait­ed with his beloved, trained per­fect­ly on the trail be­fore him. He

    had not heard on his small ra­dio from Ma­hat­ma for twen­ty min­utes. That was strange.

    Ma­hat­ma had been the first point on the trail and had seen them. Three of them, an

    Ori­en­tal, a wom­an, and a white man.




    He had beamed that in on the short­wave to Lord Wis­sex’s man at a sta­tion near­by, and

    Has­san had picked it up on his ra­dio. This was nec­es­sary be­cause Wis­sex want­ed to know

    what the body­guards were like. Has­san knew why. He had heard that knife fight­ers had been

    killed by these body­guards and now here he was. It was the old rule: first knives, then

    guns.




    So Has­san kept his beloved ready, bar­rel point­ed down the trail, eyes alert. He

    re­mem­bered what he had heard of the dead knife fight­ers and aloneamong the snipers he

    did nor re­gard this as just an­oth­er easy mis­sion.




    And alone among all the snipers Walid ibn Has­san saw 2:30 P.M.




    And then a man was stand­ing right in front of him, as if dropped by mag­ic in the mid­dle

    of the trail, so close that Has­san could not use the scope. He was a thin man with thick

    wrists and dark eyes and he was smil­ing.




    “Hi. Nice jun­gle, isn’t it?” said the man. He was Amer­ican so he must be one of the three.

    But Has­san did not wait to make sure.




    In ev­ery oth­er ser­vice he had per­formed for Wis­sex, he had been care­ful to be

    ex­act­ly right about the tar­get. But this time, he knew no one would pun­ish him for

    shoot­ing first. So he let his beloved kiss the man’s chest. That would fell him. Then he would

    let his beloved kiss the white man’s eyes and then his mouth. Those were Has­san’s plans for

    the next shots.




    But the first shot did noth­ing. The trig­ger was pulled and the man seemed to move even

    be­fore the thought of the shot. He was stand­ing side­ways. Has­san squeezed off two more

    shots where the man’s eyes had been, re­al­iz­ing that the man moved again even as his beloved

    was fir­ing.




    Has­san was now shoot­ing with­out even aim­ing, pulling the trig­ger mad­ly, un­til his

    beloved left his hands.




    The man was stand­ing over him, paw­ing his beloved.




    “What do you call this thing?” Re­mo asked, notic­ing how well-​pol­ished the ri­fle

    was.




    “Beloved,” cried Walid ibn Has­san, reach­ing forthe pre­cious one that would re­turn

    his hon­or in blood.




    “I could nev­er tell these things apart. I don’t even know the names of guns, you know,”

    said Re­mo. “A man who us­es a gun, well, that means he doesn’t have it with­in him­self. But,

    hon­est, it’s a pret­ty gun. Okay, sweet­heart. Par­ty’s over,” said Re­mo and Has­san felt his

    beloved’s bar­rel punc­ture his bel­ly with eye-​pop­ping pain.




    Has­san dared not move be­cause any move­ment in­creased the pain. He felt the bar­rel go

    high­er, in­to his chest cav­ity, even to his breath­ing, and then he no­ticed he was high off

    the ground. The man was car­ry­ing him eas­ily, high above the ground as a wait­er would car­ry

    a tray and just as eas­ily.




    He was bring­ing Has­san back to the vil­lage where they had killed ev­ery­one-​im­paled on

    his beloved.




    He was bring­ing him to that Ori­en­tal sign that the Chocatl chief had been point­ing to as

    some form of pro­tec­tion. The chief had been the first to die with Has­san send­ing a kiss

    from his beloved to the man’s fore­head. The chief was now at the bot­tom of the pile in the

    pit. He had died still point­ing to that sym­bol carved in jade be­fore his hut.




    Has­san was now be­ing low­ered to that sign, his face very close to it.




    “See that? In Ko­re­an, that means house or House of Sinan­ju. Just house will do. It’s

    be­come sort of a trade name in the past few thou­sand years. It means that this vil­lage was

    pro­tect­ed by the House of Sinan­ju, ex­cept we blew it, and pro­tec­tion is im­pos­si­ble

    since you’ve al­ready killed ev­ery­one.




    How­ev­er, the House of Sinan­ju is al­so big on mean­ing­less vengeance. Do I have the

    safe­ty on?”




    “What?” grunt­ed Has­san.




    “Hold it. No, I don’t think so. I think the safe­ty will move. Yes.”




    And Walid ibn Has­san’s beloved sent a kiss up through her mas­ter’s brain, tak­ing off a

    piece of cra­ni­um.




    Re­mo dis­card­ed the gun and im­paled own­er in the bush­es and re­turned to Chi­un and

    Ter­ri.




    “I made a per­fect shot with a ri­fle,” Re­mo said to Chi­un. “Got the brain eas­ily. Dead

    cen­ter.”




    “You shot a man?” said Ter­ri, aghast.




    “On­ly one. There were nine oth­ers I didn’t shoot,” Re­mo said.




    “Well, that’s en­cour­ag­ing,” Ter­ri said.




    “I don’t like guns,” Chi­un said.




    “Of course not,” said Ter­ri, gush­ing over the man in the ki­mono. “You’re too gen­tle of

    heart, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “Guns breed bad habits,” Chi­un said.




    “I knew you were re­al­ly against vi­olence,” Ter­ri said. “Why is it peo­ple don’t

    re­al­ize as­sas­sins ab­hor vi­olence? It’s the press. Ig­no­rant and shal­low as ev­er.”




    “An oc­ca­sion­al shot won’t hurt,” Re­mo said.




    “One is too much,” Chi­un said. “Even one. The first can lead to a sec­ond and then you will

    be us­ing it for your liveli­hood and los­ing ev­ery­thing I taught you.”




    “Beast,” said Ter­ri, look­ing at Re­mo.




    Bar­ry Schweid had the great­est ad­ven­ture script he had ev­er seen, right from the

    com­put­er tales ofthe great­est killing weapon in the form of a hu­man be­ing.




    “Stun­ning,” was the one word he thought ap­pro­pri­ate.




    “Won’t work,” said Hank Bindle. “We need fem­inine jeop­ardy. We need him strug­gling and

    suf­fer­ing. So you don’t know who is go­ing to win.”




    “You thought Su­per­man was go­ing to lose?” asked Schweid.




    “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” in­toned Bindel.




    “Star­wars,” added Marmel­stein. “And think of what they could have made if they’d had a few

    nice boobs in there.”




    “But how do you make su­per­weapons or­di­nary?” asked Schweid.




    “Not or­di­nary,” said Bindle. “Vul­ner­able.”




    “With shirts get­ting ripped,” said Marmel­steiru.




    “Hey, what about the hero walk­ing down the street alone when all his friends desert him?”

    Schweid sug­gest­ed. “And he is the on­ly one left to face the killers.”




    “That’s too weird,” said Bindle. “Can’t sell it.”




    ”High Noon,” said Schweid.




    “There you go again. When we say we want orig­inal and we want fresh, we don’t want you to

    copy the oldies. That’s too far out. Copy what ev­ery­body else is do­ing now,” said

    Marmel­stein. He fin­gered the chains around his neck, then shout­ed, “That’s it! Some­thing

    re­al­ly re­al­ly new. I’ve got it.”




    “What have you got?” asked Bindle, and then said to Schweid, “When Bruce Marmel­stein has an

    idea, it’s al­ways a great one.”




    “For years now we have been wait­ing un­til afilm is a suc­cess be­fore we

    cap­ital­ize on what the box of­fice tells us,” Marmel­stein said. “Why wait?”




    “What are you talk­ing about?” asked Bindle, sud­den­ly wor­ried.




    “Why not steal the ma­jor scripts be­fore they are made and then we come out a week be­fore

    with our own pro­duc­tions?”




    “Thank God,” said Bindle, weak­ly seek­ing a chair in the of­fice. He had to take the weight

    off his legs for a mo­ment. He had thought his part­ner was go­ing com­plete­ly berserk. The

    pres­sure in Hol­ly­wood could do that.




    “Thank God,” Bindle said again, now breath­ing eas­ily. “For a minute, I thought you were

    ac­tu­al­ly go­ing to sug­gest we make up some­thing new.”




    “You mean, re­al­ly new? Out of thin air?” said Marmel­stein. “Why would we want to do that?

    We’re pro­duc­ers, not some cocka­mamie writ­ers in the East. Bindle and Marmel­stein stand

    with Hol­ly­wood tra­di­tion. We will nev­er pro­duce what is not tried and true. We will

    nev­er do any­thing that hasn’t been done be­fore. You want in­ven­tions, go to Gen­er­al

    Elec­tric. We’re movie mak­ers.”




    “Movie mak­ers,” said Bindle. It made him feel in some way no­ble, part of a great

    tra­di­tion stretch­ing back through gen­er­ations of copiers and idea-​thieves.




    “Get­ting back to the point,” said Schweid, “you want the train­er to be white, right? And

    you want his pupil to be not so good, sort of vul­ner­able. And you want big breasts.”




    “Just write in wom­en. I’ll take care of the breasts,” said Marmel­stein.




    “Wom­en in jeop­ardy,” said Bindle.




    “With ripped shirts,” said Marmel­stein.




    “What about a big-​breast­ed Hun­gar­ian wom­an trained to be the killing weapon for a

    se­cret U.S. gov­ern­ment agen­cy?” sug­gest­ed Schweid.




    “What are you talk­ing about? No­body’s ev­er done that,” said Marmel­stein.




    “I’m giv­ing you what you want.”




    “I want box of­fice. I want the gross over four hun­dred mil­lion,” said Marmel­stein.




    “But those things come af­ter you make the movie, not be­fore,” said Bar­ry Schweid.




    “Oh,” said Marmel­stein.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    Neville Lord Wis­sex wait­ed for the mes­sage that would tell him the wom­an had been

    cap­tured.




    Al­ready his plans had been for­mu­lat­ed. He would turn her over to Moom­basa, and then-​at

    a fair mar­ket price-​pro­vide her with es­corts so she could trav­el around the world look­ing

    for the moun­tain of gold.




    As he to­taled up the costs on a yel­low pad on his desk, he felt pleased with him­self. He

    had ex­pect­ed a rock-​bot­tom min­imum of five mil­lion dol­lars. When his knife fight­ers had

    been best­ed, the price had risen to ten mil­lion. Even for the House of Wis­sex, it was a very

    tidy sum, and it would en­able them to car­ry on while he was pro­mul­gat­ing sim­ilar large

    schemes. And it saved the house all the trou­ble of rac­ing around to un­man­age­able

    coun­tries with un­pro­nounce­able names to si­lence dis­si­dents, all in the name of

    an­ti-​im­pe­ri­al­ism.




    It was the new di­rec­tion that the young Lord Wis­sex en­vi­sioned for the an­cient house:

    big projects with big re­turns.




    He wait­ed all af­ter­noon and no ra­dio op­er­ator picked up any sig­nal.




    The agent who had been wait­ing with­in ra­dio range of the group in the Yu­catan phoned at

    what was mid­night for him and predawn in Lon­don with a re­port that there was com­plete

    ra­dio si­lence out of the Yu­catan. Not even a peep. He was head­ing in to­ward the

    vil­lage.




    Wis­sex ex­am­ined the de­scrip­tion of the body­guards again. He had fed it in­to his

    com­put­er ter­mi­nal in the Lon­don town­house and now he tried to pull from the ma­chine the

    prob­able source and prob­able train­ing of the body­guards.




    The House of Wis­sex knew how the KGB, how the Amer­ican FBI, CIA, and Se­cret Ser­vice

    trained. How MI5 trained. He could spot some­one trained by any of them, and he could spot even

    the free­lance ter­ror­ists be­cause all had their lit­tle id­iosyn­cra­cies. Some did well

    against knife fight­ers. Oth­ers did well against snipers. But ac­cord­ing to the

    in­for­ma­tion com­ing back from the com­put­er, on­ly one agen­cy did well against both.




    That was the Swiss se­cret agen­cy, per­haps the best in the world, and cer­tain­ly the most

    se­cret. They guard­ed Swiss bank­ing in­ter­ests all over the world and on those rare

    oc­ca­sions that a cov­er was blown, they man­aged to sew an­oth­er back on im­me­di­ate­ly, no

    mat­ter who or how many were killed. The re­al beau­ty of the Swiss was that they did things so

    qui­et­ly; none of their killings ev­er made the press.




    Com­pe­tent and dis­creet. These two body­guards for the Amer­ican wom­an could have been

    work­ing for the Swiss, but they on­ly em­ployed Swiss nation­als. And one of the two

    body­guards was de­scribed as a frail old Ori­en­tal in a ki­mono. Not even close to a hun­dred

    pounds. And the oth­er was an Amer­ican. No par­tic­ular pat­tern to their walk­ing, ex­cept

    there seemed to be a smooth shuf­fle. And a lot of talk­ing.




    Wis­sex wait­ed for the re­port from his agent in the Yu­catan. A mes­sage had come in from

    Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa re­port­ing that “all free­dom-​lov­ing lib­er­at­ed peo­ples cheer

    the hero­ic strug­gle for the re­turn of the in­alien­able rights to their an­cient, just

    re­sources of the Hamid­ian peo­ple. Van­guard Rev­olu­tion­ary Sui­cide Bat­tal­ion awaits

    your com­mand.”




    Ba­si­cal­ly, this meant that Moom­basa want­ed to know how the cap­ture had gone so he

    could get on with his search for the gold. It al­so meant that some­one named Myra Wax­el­burg

    had left her home in Scars­dale, New York, be­cause of an ar­gu­ment with her par­ents over who

    would get the Mer­cedes Benz one evening, and Myra had tak­en it up­on her­self to vol­un­teer

    her ser­vices to the Hamid­ian em­bassy in their hon­or­able rev­olu­tion­ary strug­gle against

    the op­pres­sive forces of cap­ital­ism. Like her par­ents who had just told her that she had

    to use the Porsche be­cause they need­ed the Mer­cedes Benz that night.




    It was Myra’s con­vic­tion that any­one the Na­tion­al Re­view called a tin­horn dic­ta­tor

    had to be a rev­olu­tion­ary hero.




    So Myra and her friend, Dud­ley Rawlin­gate III, heir to a chem­ical for­tune, had

    vol­un­teered their ser­vices to Moom­basa and ev­er since, he was try­ing to palm them off on

    the House of Wis­sex, as theVan­guard Rev­olu­tion­ary Sui­cide Bat­tal­ion, in an

    at­tempt to re­duce his bill.




    Wis­sex ca­bled back.




    “Con­grat­ula­tions on readi­ness of your Van­guard Rev­olu­tion­ary Sui­cide Bat­tal­ion.

    They al­so serve who on­ly stand and wait . . . else­where.”




    Then back to dead­ly busi­ness in the Yu­catan.




    Fi­nal­ly, Wis­sex’s agent re­port­ed.




    “All op­er­atives dead, one grotesque­ly with brain blown out from be­low. No ap­par­ent

    harm to wom­an and her two body­guards. Bod­ies of our men be­ing ex­am­ined. Ini­tial

    pathol­ogist re­port in­di­cates some­thing with the force of a hy­draulic ma­chine crushed

    bones and pen­etrat­ed brains, but no marks of weapons or ma­chin­ery found.”




    Lord Wis­sex re­turned to Wis­sex Cas­tle to think. He did not like Lon­don for think­ing.

    One used Lon­don for gam­ing. For busi­ness. But not for think­ing. One did not think well in a

    noisy crowd­ed place.




    To re­al­ly think, Wis­sex need­ed the bat­tle­ments of home and the winds blow­ing over the

    coun­try­side that his fam­ily had ruled for so long.




    The prob­lem was ob­vi­ous. Some­one had in­vent­ed a new ma­chine.




    It was portable and it did not use a pro­jec­tile. But then how could it de­stroy ten

    snipers? Per­haps a form of force field.




    Had any­one been work­ing on some­thing like that? Should he look for that? Should he back

    away? Had any of his now dead men giv­en him away? Would these two strange body­guards with the

    dead­ly new ma­chine come af­ter him?




    Would he have to face them him­self? If so, withwhat? But even as he asked the

    ques­tion, he knew the an­swer. He had count­ed on Moom­basa’s stu­pid­ity to fi­nance one

    five-​mil­lion-​dol­lar score for the House of Wis­sex, and al­ready the greedy dic­ta­tor had

    paid for two. If two, why not more? And Wis­sex would keep squeez­ing the in­so­lent turnip

    un­til he had drained ev­ery cent he could out of the dic­ta­tor, and, in the pro­cess, had

    killed the two body­guards. If in­deed they were even alive at the mo­ment.




    So en­grossed was the young Lord Wis­sex in his thoughts that he did not hear his un­cle

    Pim­sy hob­ble up the stone steps with his trust­ed poo­dle Nan­cy. He did things with that dog

    that the Wis­sex­es did not talk about. No one in­ter­rupt­ed Un­cle Pim­sy, how­ev­er,

    be­cause if he didn’t have the poo­dle, he might have to go back to lit­tle boys and girls. And

    that al­ways caused a ruckus of sorts.




    Lord Pim­sy was na­tion­al­ly known as the founder of Chil­dren Scouts, a Bri­tan­nic

    ap­proach to na­ture and youth. It had 3,000 mem­bers be­fore any­one found out what Un­cle

    Pim­sy was do­ing at those camps that he pro­vid­ed for Lon­don’s “city-​bound waifs.”




    Quite a scan­dal but as British scan­dals went, it was good for on­ly a week un­til some

    oth­er lord was found with all those bod­ies he had promised to bury free. Hadn’t buried them

    at all, but kept them in a freez­er lock­er in his base­ment. Two hun­dred of Her Majesty’s

    sub­jects had to be thawed, washed, re­clothed, and buried. Bit of a mess.




    “Prob­lem, Neville?” har­rumphed the old Lord Pim­sy.




    “Busi­ness,” said Neville.




    “Stee!. Good British steel. Hon­est steel. Steel.”




    “Thank you, Un­cle,” said Lord Neville.




    “British steel. You can count on it.”




    “Yes, Un­cle.”




    “Steel to the gut.”




    “Well, Un­cle, it’s a bit more com­pli­cat­ed than that,” said Lord Neville.




    “Noth­ing is so com­pli­cat­ed that good British steel can’t cut through,” said Un­cle

    Pim­sy.




    “We’ve al­ready used knife fight­ers and failed.”




    “Knife fight­ers?”




    “Our trusty Nepalese Gurkhas.”




    “Wogs. Can’t use wogs. Good British steel with En­glish lads be­hind them. Will take the

    mea­sure of any man.”




    “Yes, that is an op­tion.”




    “Op­tion? It’s your course, boy. Charge.”




    “Yes, well, thank you, Un­cle. How’s Nan­cy?’




    “Bit off her feed but a fetch­ing lass, isn’t she?”




    Pim­sy pet­ted the poo­dle who weari­ly stood her ground as she was trained to do.




    “Un­cle Pim­sy, we are up against a new ma­chine that v/e can’t fath­om. It is a new age.

    There are no more kings to ser­vice, no more crowns in the West to as­sure. This is a new

    world. With new ma­chines and new clients.”




    “Your wogs again, boy,” said Un­cle Pim­sy.




    “The wogs have the need and the mon­ey, Un­cle. The in­dus­tri­al­ized world has its own

    in-​house staff. They don’t need us. If we went to Num­ber 10 Down­ing Street and of­fered our

    ser­vices, they would laugh us out. Yes, wogs.”




    “Steel’s good against wogs. But pow­der’s bet­ter. The lit­tle yip­pie beasts run at the big

    bangs.”




    “Not any­more, Un­cle. We can’t sur­vive mur­der­ing girl-​friends for Hen­ry VI­II

    for­ev­er.”




    “That’s a lie,” said Pim­sy heat­ed­ly. “We put away one em­bar­rass­ment and our en­emies

    have bruit­ed it about for the past three cen­turies. And you be­lieve them. You’ve al­ways

    thought the worst of the Wis­sex. I don’t mind telling you, I was against your tak­ing over.

    Yes. There you have it. Out in the open. The truth.”




    ‘You’ve been telling me that ev­ery month for the past sev­en years, Un­cle.”




    “Have I? Well, doesn’t hurt to re­state it.”




    “Yes, but we have grown rather wealthy in that time. And look. My hands are clean,” said

    Neville. “I have nev­er skulked in an al­ley or had peo­ple blaz­ing at my back­side as I ran

    from an open win­dow.”




    “You de­mean the name of Wis­sex.”




    “You’re not limp­ing, Un­cle, be­cause some­one didn’t get a round off at you.”




    “Hon­or­able wound,” Un­cle Pim­sy sput­tered. “On an hon­or­able mis­sion. Not like these

    things you have the house in­volved in now. Fleec­ing some tow­el-​head with the brains of a

    por­cu­pine. Fright­ful form, Neville. Mine was an hon­or­able wound.”




    “And you got an hon­or­able sev­en thou­sand pounds for it, and al­ready this week, I’ve

    made ten mil­lion dol­lars for our House from that tow­el-​head Moom­basa as you call him. And

    now I have a prob­lem with a ma­chine that fires no pro­jec­tile, yet crush­es bones, is so

    portable that no traces of it ex­ist, and can be worked by one of those wogs youcom­plain

    about and a white. That is what I have to wres­tle with while you play with your dog­gy and

    talk of the old days.”




    “A wog?”




    “Yes, wog,” said Lord Wis­sex.




    “What kind of wog?”




    “Ori­en­tal.”




    “What kind of Ori­en­tal?” asked Un­cle Pim­sy.




    “I don’t know.”




    “What was he wear­ing?”




    “Clothes, I imag­ine,” said Wis­sex.




    “What kind of clothes?”




    “I think a ki­mono of some sort.”




    “Neville, lad, find the de­sign of that ki­mono,” said Un­cle Pim­sy. His voice was

    sud­den­ly low. The blus­ter was gone and the old man was dead­ly se­ri­ous.




    “What does the pat­tern have to do with any­thing?” asked Lord Wis­sex.




    “If it is what I am think­ing of, those killings were not done by any ma­chine. And your

    wogs may or may not have even seen what killed them.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “Find out the pat­tern of that ki­mono be­cause we might all be dead if you don’t know it,”

    said Un­cle Pim­sy.




    “You’re se­ri­ous, aren’t you? You know, this isn’t the Bri­tan­nia-​rules-​the-​waves sort

    of hero­ics.”




    “If that pat­tern is what I think it is, hero­ics or any­thing else won’t do any of us any

    good.”




    “Would you mind telling me what you sus­pect?” Neville asked.




    “Do you re­mem­ber that your late fa­ther and I had one stip­ula­tion be­fore you took

    over?”




    “Yes. That we not take any con­tracts in the Ori­ent. No clients in the East,” said

    Wis­sex.




    “Do you know why?”




    “Frankly,” Lord Wis­sex said, “I thought it rather pe­cu­liar but I had to make that promise

    so you wouldn’t stop me.”




    “We had you make that promise be­cause our fa­thers had us make that promise be­cause their

    fa­thers had them make that promise be­cause their fa­thers had them make that very same

    promise.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “I am talk­ing, lad, about why you must find out the pat­tern of that ki­mono.”




    “You won’t tell me be­fore­hand?”




    “Find it,” or­dered the old man, and he turned and limped his way down the bat­tle­ments,

    with the poo­dle fol­low­ing be­hind wag­ging her scent­ed tail.




    “What a love­ly ki­mono,” said the British gen­tle­man to the trio on the beach in front of

    the St. Maarten vil­lage of Grand Case. Grand Case was a walk up the road to the new

    head­quar­ters front, the of­fices of Ana­logue Net­work­ing Inc. Smith had de­vised a plan

    where­by a re­quest for the lost in­for­ma­tion would be beamed over the satel­lite dur­ing a

    weath­er dis­tur­bance sim­ilar to the one in which it had orig­inal­ly been lost. The hope was

    that it would reach the same ter­mi­nus it had reached be­fore. If it reached any­one. If all

    the records even ex­ist­ed any­more.




    The re­quest for re­turn of the records had been care­ful­ly writ­ten by Smith, so as not to

    sound des­per­ate. In­stead, it hint­ed at a siz­able re­ward. Nothing so big as to alarm, but

    enough to get in­ter­est from some­one out there who might just be won­der­ing what was all

    this non­sense about two decades of un­der­cov­er work and its de­tailed por­traits of how

    crime worked, with its names and num­bers and tools and se­crets to see a na­tion through its

    des­per­ate years of tri­al.




    So Re­mo and Chi­un had re­turned to St. Maarten with Ter­ri from the Yu­catan, along with a

    bat­tered gold­en plaque that they had found in an un­der­ground cave near the wiped-​out

    vil­lage. Ter­ri had to trans­late the plaque and its bat­tered con­di­tion made that a

    de­tec­tive’s rid­dle, and so Re­mo, while wait­ing, would keep an eye on the trans­mis­sion

    from Ana­logue Net­work­ing Inc. If some­thing hap­pened with CURE’s records, Chi­un would

    con­tin­ue with Ter­ri, and Re­mo would be off to re­trieve the pro­gram.




    Ter­ri wore a scanty bathing suit while she pored over the rub­bing of the Hamid­ian plaque

    they had found. Each time she thought she had the key to it, she had an­oth­er ques­tion and it

    all still puz­zled her.




    She looked up from the rub­bing as the cul­tured voice in­trud­ed on her thoughts.




    “I say, that is an in­ter­est­ing pat­tern on the ki­mono you are wear­ing, sir.”




    Re­mo looked at the man. He was car­ry­ing a small con­cealed weapon un­der his left

    armpit.




    Chi­un stared at the hori­zon, that clean line sep­arat­ing the Caribbean blue from the

    pas­tel sky.




    “I say, that is a most in­ter­est­ing de­sign. May I pho­to­graph it?”




    “Why do you ask?” said Re­mo. “You could juststand up the beach over there and

    pho­to­graph us. Why do you ask?”




    “I just thought you might mind.”




    “We do. Thank you. Don’t pho­to­graph,” said Re­mo.




    “Oh,” said the gen­tle­man. He wore a dark suit with vest and reg­imen­tal tie. He car­ried

    an um­brel­la.




    “I say, what is that?” he said, look­ing at the rub­bing Ter­ri was an­alyz­ing.




    “It is an an­cient Hamid­ian in­scrip­tion,” she said.




    “Yes, yes. I seem to have seen that some­where. Some time,” he said.




    “Where?”




    “The Yu­catan Penin­su­la, I be­lieve it was. I don’t imag­ine you’ve been there.”




    “Why, yes, I have,” said Ter­ri. He was so po­lite.




    “Why, yes, I have,” said Re­mo, im­itat­ing in sing-​song Ter­ri’s voice. “Sur­prise.”




    Ter­ri shot him a dirty look.




    “What does it say?” the British gen­tle­man asked Ter­ri.




    “Noth­ing much,” said Ter­ri.




    “I see. The vil­lagers there al­so wor­shiped a jade stan­dard with a sim­ilar de­sign to

    the one your gen­tle­man friend is wear­ing.”




    “His name is Chi­un.”




    “Hel­lo, Chi­un. How do you do.”




    Rerno smiled. He knew why Chi­un was star­ing im­pla­ca­bly at the hori­zon. He did not wish

    even to hon­or this man by a look.




    A del­icate fin­ger with the nail curv­ing grace­ful­ly up­ward emerged from the ki­mono.

    Slow­ly, it sig­naled the gen­tle­man to come clos­er.




    Down went the fore­head, up went the fin­ger, with such speed that on­ly Re­mo saw it.




    So fast and clean was the stroke that at first no blood emerged, just a thin line where the

    fore­head had been cut. Not deep but deep enough.




    By the time the British gen­tle­man knew what had hap­pened, the blood had formed in tiny

    specks on his fore­head, re­pro­duc­ing the sym­bol on Chi­un’s robe. It was the sym­bol that

    meant “house,” and that meant the House of Sinan­ju.




    It was not nec­es­sary to say more.




    “Bet­ter wash your fore­head with the salt wa­ter,” Re­mo said.




    “I beg your par­don?”




    “You’ve been cut on the fore­head.”




    “It just tick­led.”




    “Not sup­posed to hurt,” Re­mo said.




    A gloved hand went up to the fore­head and came back down with blood on it.




    “What? Blood. Gra­cious. My blood.”




    “Wash it off. It’s not deep,” Re­mo said.




    “Why did he do that?”




    “You want­ed the sym­bol to take back to your mas­ter, so now you’ve got it. It means

    greet­ings from the House of Sinan­ju.”




    “I can’t be­lieve Chi­un would do that,” said Ter­ri, who had not seen the blow be­cause the

    hand had moved too quick­ly.




    “He did it,” said Re­mo.




    “You did it. And you are blam­ing it on him. Right? Right, Chi­un? You wouldn’t do

    some­thing like that, would you?”




    Chi­un did not an­swer.




    “I’m sor­ry,” Ter­ri said. “I in­ter­rupt­ed your medita­tion, but your part­ner has been

    slan­der­ing you again.”




    The Briton stum­bled to the wa­ter’s edge and splashed salt wa­ter on his fore­head,

    groan­ing.




    “It’s on­ly the salt that stings,” Re­mo said.




    “Poor man,” said Ter­ri.




    Re­mo got up and went slow­ly to­ward the gen­tle­man and reached in­to where he was

    fa­vor­ing his body, just un­der an armpit. He brought out a very nasty lit­tle Co­bra

    pis­tol.




    He showed it to Ter­ri.




    “See? He is not just an in­no­cent beach stroller.”




    “You palmed the gun to jus­ti­fy your vi­cious at­tack,” she said.




    Re­mo tossed the gun back to the man who put it in his neat lit­tle ny­lon shoul­der

    hol­ster. “I al­so plant­ed the shoul­der hol­ster. Un­der his jack­et,” Re­mo said.




    “Well, he wasn’t fir­ing it,” said Ter­ri.




    “I’ve got to leave, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “I’ll be back soon.”




    “Don’t hur­ry,” Ter­ri said.




    Re­mo kicked sand in her face.




    “Go lift weights,” he said.




    “Did you see what he did?” Ter­ri said to Chi­un, but the old Ko­re­an was not an­swer­ing.

    He was look­ing at the sky­line for a rea­son Ter­ri or the British gen­tle­man could nev­er

    fath­om.




    Re­mo knew why.




    Chi­un was look­ing at the sky­line be­cause he liked the way it looked.




    At Ana­logue Net­work­ing Inc., the tech­ni­cian ex­plained to Re­mo the fool­proof method

    of checking whether a trans­mis­sion was re­ceived or sent and how the com­put­er stored such

    in­for­ma­tion.




    Re­mo did not un­der­stand the lan­guage the man used. There was a sat­is­fied sort of

    chuck­le in the man’s voice as he went on about all the won­ders of com­put­ers.




    He ex­plained that it was the weath­er’s fault that the pro­gram was lost in trans­mis­sion.

    Not the com­put­er’s. The com­put­er did not make mis­takes. It couldn’t. No one had yet taught

    it how.




    On that the man showed his mo­lars.




    Re­mo stood be­hind him as Smith’s mes­sage came in from Fol­croft in Rye, New York. It was

    beamed along the same sit­ua­tion in satel­lite fig­ura­tion, the man ex­plained to Re­mo.




    There was even the storm.




    Noth­ing ap­peared on the screen.




    “Per­fect,” the man said. “We think it got to the oth­er source. If it ap­peared here, it

    would not have worked. So it worked. Pos­si­bly.”




    The man punched in a “con­firmed.” Con­fir­ma­tion of the con­fir­ma­tion re­turned.




    “Per­fect,” said the man again. He wore a white shirt and fad­ed un­pressed slacks and, of

    course, that sat­is­fied smile.




    “What is per­fect?” Re­mo asked.




    “How this worked.”




    “What worked?”




    “The trans­mis­sion through the satel­lite be­ing dis­turbed in hope­ful­ly the same

    man­ner,” the tech­ni­cian said.




    “So it reached the same per­son it reached the last time.”




    “It reached some­one. It may not be that per­son,you see. The per­son can be wrong.

    The com­put­er is not wrong. It chose the wave­length and ev­ery­thing else iden­ti­cal to what

    it was be­fore.”




    “In oth­er words,” Re­mo said, “it is right but what hap­pened pos­si­bly wasn’t right.”




    “You’re fa­mil­iar with com­put­ers, then?” said the man, show­ing his mo­lars again.




    “No. What I’m fa­mil­iar with is stupid. When I hear stupid, that I know. I rec­og­nize

    stupid.”




    “You’re not call­ing the com­put­er stupid?” said the man, wor­ried.




    “Why would I do that? It’s per­fect,” Re­mo said: “It just doesn’t do things that work out

    right for peo­ple, that’s all. But it’s al­ways right, even if ev­ery­thing turns out wrong.

    Right?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” said the man. He showed his mo­lars again.




    Neville re­ceived his agent at Wis­sex Cas­tle. The man was dis­traught. Good reg­iment.

    Good school. Good blood, En­glish of course, but dis­traught nev­er­the­less.




    “Sir, if I did not have my paramount mis­sion of re­turn­ing with the sym­bol you

    re­quest­ed, I would have thrashed those blighters.”




    “They wound­ed you?” said Lord Wis­sex, star­ing at the large ban­dage on his agent’s

    fore­head.




    “They hu­mil­iat­ed me and I suf­fered it be­cause I knew the House of Wis­sex comes be­fore

    all. Be­fore life, be­fore hon­or, be­fore love.”




    “You’ll get your raise, Toady old boy,” said Wis­sex.




    “Thank you, sir,” said the agent. Un­cle Pim­sy stood somber­ly by Neville’s side.




    “Do you have the sym­bol?” he asked. He was drool­ing slight­ly down his gray vest but

    Un­cle Pim­sy had been drool­ing for the past twen­ty years.




    The agent reached up to his fore­head and with a yank took the ban­dage off. His face showed

    its em­bar­rass­ment.




    “Thank God,” said Un­cle Pim­sy.




    “You mean it’s not who you think it is?” asked Lord Neville.




    “It is who I knew it was. But they are giv­ing us an­oth­er chance,” Pim­sy said. “That is a

    warn­ing. That’s how they send it to oth­er as­sas­sins.”




    “We’re not as­sas­sins, strict­ly as­sas­sins,” said Neville.




    “They are,” said Un­cle Pim­sy, and af­ter the agent was dis­missed, the un­cle ex­plained

    why no Wis­sex had tak­en work in the Ori­ent since the fif­teenth cen­tu­ry.




    It had oc­curred to one Wis­sex that the Ori­ent was rich, and a Thai king had of­fered an

    ox’s weight in gold for any­one who would kill a neigh­bor­ing Burmese chief­tain who had been

    raid­ing the king’s bor­ders.




    The chief­tain used the hills so well no army could cap­ture him, so the king de­cid­ed on

    an as­sas­sin.




    The Wis­sex knew he was as good as any man with broadsword, long bow, or even the new

    ex­per­imen­tal pow­der-​fir­ing mus­kets.




    So off he went in­to the jun­gles of Asia, Pim­sy re­lat­ed. Tracked the tribe which, of

    course, would not hide from one man. Made it in­to the camp, got the chief­tain’s head and set

    off for Thai­land with the Burmese tribe hot on his trail.




    Strange thing hap­pened, don’t you know. Heads kept falling about him. Out of trees. From

    be­hind rocks. Ev­ery­where. And when he in­ves­ti­gat­ed the bod­ies, he found they were all

    car­ry­ing weapons and they all wore the clothes of that Burmese tribe.




    So the Wis­sex re­al­ized he was be­ing pro­tect­ed by some­one who could move faster than

    he could and could see peo­ple he couldn’t.




    When he reached the gates of the Thai king’s palace, he was ac­cost­ed by a Ko­re­an in a

    ki­mono.




    “Along your trail, you have been giv­en many heads that saved your life. Now I want that

    one. For with that one, I am paid.” And he point­ed to the head of the Burmese chief­tain that

    the Wis­sex car­ried in a leather bag.




    “But I took the head,” said the Wis­sex. “I should get some­thing for it. I am grate­ful for

    my life but I earn my liv­ing by this.”




    “My name is Wang and I am of the House of Sinan­ju and I let you work your Eng­land be­cause

    your king is cheap. Take the pit­tances from Eu­rope. But Asia is mine.”




    “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” said Wis­sex, draw­ing the great broadsword with which he had

    cleaved many a spine and smit­ten many a skull to quiv­er­ing jel­ly.




    He pulled a lev­el stroke through the ki­mono’s mid­dle but it was as if he had struck air,

    for the ki­mono swished around the blade. He swung for the skull with a per­pen­dic­ular smash,

    and the great broadsword that he had swung with such awe­some fury in his years cracked

    harm­less­ly in­to the ground.




    Wang was laugh­ing.Wis­sex drew the long bow. He could put an ar­row through an eye at

    fifty yards. And this close, he could send it through the back of the skull. It hissed from his

    bow. And Wang’s face was still there, laugh­ing.




    Wis­sex aimed for the chest. The chest did not move. The ar­row went through. Or seemed to.

    But there was no blood, no rent in the ki­mono, just the rustling of the ma­te­ri­al set­tling

    down.




    Each time he fired an ar­row, the ki­mono seemed to set­tle down from a flur­ry he could not

    see or un­der­stand.




    And each time the Ko­re­an called Wang moved clos­er un­til he was fi­nal­ly on­ly a breath

    away.




    Wis­sex drew his dirk and went for the chest, but all he felt was his arm en­wrapped with

    the light flossy ki­mono.




    And with ev­ery stab, Wang seemed to kiss his fore­head with a prick­ly thing.




    The Wis­sex re­al­ized Wang was mak­ing a mark on his fore­head with his teeth. He felt hot

    blood cloud his vi­sion and then he was flail­ing wild­ly in­to air. But such were the pow­ers

    of this Ko­re­an that even when Wis­sex had seen, he could not touch.




    He dropped his knife and wait­ed to die.




    But he did not die.




    “Go ahead and kill me, you pointy-​eyed son of a plagued she-​cow,” said Wis­sex.




    And Wang laughed again.




    “If I kill you, oth­ers of your fam­ily will re­turn- for that is the busi­ness of your

    fam­ily, to seek gold for strength of sin­gu­lar arms. And then I will have to kill them, for

    all they will know is that nonere­turn and it will take gen­er­ations be­fore the

    mes­sage gets through. Now you can know and tell. I have placed the mark of my ki­mono on your

    fore­head. Stand back. It is not for you.”




    “But I can­not see your ki­mono. I am blind­ed by blood.”




    “When the wound heals on your fore­head, you will see the mark in your mir­ror. It is the

    same as on my ki­mono. And do not use that smelly wound poul­tice you car­ry. It al­most made

    me retch as I cir­cled you all the way from Bur­ma.”




    “It’s a good poul­tice. A third of the wounds heal per­fect!”




    “It is an aw­ful poul­tice,” Said Wang. “Two out of three die from it.” And from moss­es, he

    pressed a new poul­tice up­on the wound and with­in three days it had healed mirac­ulous­ly

    leav­ing on­ly the faint red out­line of the House of Sinan­ju.




    And that was the last Wis­sex to bear arms in Asia.




    Thus spoke Un­cle Pim­sy, tak­ing his nephew Neville to a se­clud­ed room in Wis­sex

    Cas­tle. There, in an old dusty paint­ing, was the Wis­sex who had ven­tured in­to the realm of

    the Thais.




    And on his head was a faint mark.




    It was the same mark borne by the agent back from the Yu­catan, the agent who had suf­fered

    his cut in moves he did not see, as a warn­ing.




    “Sinan­ju lives,” said Un­cle Pim­sy, des­per­ate­ly clutch­ing Neville’s arms. “Run, lad.

    Save the House of Wis­sex. They’ve spared us again.”




    But Neville was think­ing. What Un­cle Pim­sy had told him was ap­par­ent­ly that the

    Sinan­ju people, who­ev­er they re­al­ly were, were still con­fined to hand-​fight­ing. No

    weapons. And they might not have faced any sort of mod­ern tech­nol­ogy. Re­al­ly mod­ern.




    “What are you think­ing, lad?” asked Pim­sy.




    “Noth­ing.”




    “For God’s sake, Neville, do not chal­lenge the awe­some mag­nif­icence of the House of

    Sinan­ju. With­draw from this fool­ish scheme to fleece this Moom­basa crea­ture. Re­turn to

    the old days. To British steel. To hon­est la­bor.”




    Un­cle Pim­sy was squeez­ing Neville’s arm a bit hard. This part of the cas­tle had al­ways

    been un­com­fort­able and Un­cle Pim­sy was so close that his drool was reach­ing the cuff of

    his af­ter­noon suit. Any clos­er and Pim­sy might be on Neville’s tie.




    “Go pid­dle a poo­dle, Pim­sy,” said Neville. “I’m run­ning things.”




    “You al­ways were a per­fect rot­ter,” said Pim­sy.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa wait­ed for the Amer­ican wom­an to be de­liv­ered. He would

    in­ter­ro­gate her him­self, he de­cid­ed, and he would use his wiles in­stead of tor­ture.




    He would show her his sub­tle na­ture, his ro­man­tic side, make her want to help the

    Hamid­ian peo­ple’s strug­gle against im­pe­ri­al­ism or what­ev­er.




    And if that didn’t work, he’d beat the in­for­ma­tion out of the Amer­ican bitch.




    For the first meet­ing, he chose the mil­itary pres­ence of his ar­mored corps uni­form. It

    was robin’s-​egg blue with gold epaulettes, tight bands with black Cor­do­ba leather boots,

    with the Hamid­ian in­signia of a con­dor em­bossed in gold and green.




    The hat was a high peak sup­port­ed by the same con­dor in­signia. In tiny zir­cons, the

    mot­to of the ar­mored corps was dis­played across the vi­sor. The mot­to read:




    “Crush the world be­neath our treads.”




    It was a very big vi­sor. The ar­mored corps was 300 strong and ev­ery man had a uni­form.

    But since the uni­forms were so ex­pen­sive, the Peo­ple’sDemo­crat­ic Re­pub­lic of

    Hamidia had to cut back some­where else.




    So the ar­mored corps made do with a 1948 Stude­bak­er with an ex­tra lay­er of tin on the

    out­side, held in place by zir­con studs, nat­ural­ly spelling out “Crush the world be­neath

    our treads.”




    A for­eign man­ufac­tur­er had once got­ten to the ar­mored corps and con­vinced its

    of­fi­cers that they should have tanks, un­der the rea­son­ing that oth­er coun­tries’ ar­mored

    corps had tanks. Many tanks. Big tanks. And with treads.




    How did it look for Hamidia to have a slo­gan: “Crush the world be­neath our treads” when it

    didn’t even have treads, but four 1949 Fire­stone Sil­ver­rides, three of which were bald?




    “You not on­ly don’t have treads, you don’t even have trac­tion,” said the

    man­ufac­tur­er.




    “That all right, Se­ri­or. We don’t have much en­gine ei­ther,” said one of the of­fi­cers.

    But the idea caught on and the ar­mored corps was close to re­bel­lion when Moom­basa, be­ing a

    shrewd Third World politi­cian, rec­og­nized the mean­ing of the rev­olu­tion­ary fer­ment in

    the souls of his valiant war­riors.




    “Great heroes of the Hamid­ian rev­olu­tion, I will fol­low your de­sires. We can buy a tank

    that on­ly a few can use at one time, or we can buy new cra­vats for ev­ery­one, beige to

    off­set the robin’s-​egg blue of your glo­ri­ous uni­forms.”




    There was in­stant out­rage among the Hamid­ian of­fi­cer corps.




    “Beige don’ go with robin’s-​egg blue. Navy blue. Black even. Maybe a dark green. But not

    beige.”




    “I am a foot sol­dier,” said Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moombasa. “What do I know of ar­mored

    war­fare and you brave men who car­ry it out?” And then he or­dered the cra­vats, one of which

    he now wore. He re­al­ized that he could re­al­ly trust his tank com­man­ders. He or­dered

    navy-​blue cra­vats and found out that they were right. The navy blue re­al­ly went well with

    the robin’s-​egg blue.




    Moom­basa was dressed when Neville Lord Wis­sex ar­rived, wear­ing a gray coat, top hat,

    white gloves. But no wom­an.




    “Where is the wom­an? Where is my wom­an? Where is the read­er of the an­cient tongue of the

    Hamid­ian traders?”




    “She is with her body­guards. All the snipers you saw here last week are no more. They are

    dead,” said Lord Wis­sex.




    Moom­basa couldn’t be­lieve his ears. The man was calm. Wis­sex was talk­ing with­out a

    tremor in his voice and the man was telling him he did not have what Moom­basa had paid well

    for.




    “You failed,” screamed the gen­er­alis­si­mo.




    “Yes,” said Wis­sex.




    “That’s it? Yes? Just yes? Ten mil­lion dol­lars and you are telling me yes?”




    “Yes,” said Lord Wis­sex.




    “He is telling me yes,” said Moom­basa to an aide. The aide nod­ded and of­fered a

    sug­ges­tion.




    “Shoot him.”




    “Let’s find out first why he is not afraid,” said Moom­basa.




    “Then we shoot him,” said the aide.




    “Sure,” said Moom­basa.




    “Hey, you. Brit. Where is the wom­an who readsHamid­ian? Where is the moun­tain of

    gold? Where the things I pay for?”




    “In stronger hands than ours, your Ex­cel­len­cy,” said Wis­sex.




    Moom­basa liked the way the Briton said “your Ex­cel­len­cy.” It had class and made him feel

    king­ly. It made him feel that per­haps he could go to Buck­ing­ham Palace, pos­si­bly even cop

    a feel there. If not the queen, per­haps a princess or two.




    “What stronger hands?” he asked.




    “Ma­jor na­tions against whom I would ad­vise you not to com­pete,” said Wis­sex

    bland­ly.




    “Why you can’t beat them? Those ma­jor na­tions, are they big shots?”




    “We could beat them,” Wis­sex said.




    “Then why you not do it?”




    “Be­cause it would be a strain on your econ­omy. We have to move tech­no­log­ical­ly,

    sus­tain loss­es, ad­vance de­spite those loss­es. I want­ed to give you what a back­ward

    na­tion could af­ford.”




    “Hey, what you say?”




    “Your Ex­cel­len­cy?” asked Wis­sex.




    “What you say there? That word?”




    “What word?”




    “Back­ward,” said Moom­basa.




    “You have no in­dus­try. You have no road sys­tem or tele­phone sys­tem that works. No

    hos­pi­tals that aren’t staffed by Eu­ro­peans at the high­er lev­els, no air force that works

    with­out Eu­ro­pean di­rec­tion, and you pro­duce ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing ex­cept more

    Hamid­ians.”




    “We pro­duce oil and cobalt.”




    “Amer­icans pro­duce it,” Wis­sex said. “You, I am afraid, just lay ti­tle to it be­cause

    you were bornhere, Ex­cel­len­cy. That is what you pro­duce. And with the mon­ey from

    ma­te­ri­als that Amer­icans mine and drill for, you buy Amer­icans, am­bas­sadors,

    jour­nal­ists, and of course the left­ists whom you get for noth­ing. I have not for­got­ten

    your try­ing to pawn off Myra Wax­el­burg and Dud­ley Rawlin­gate III as some sort of Van­guard

    Rev­olu­tion­ary Sui­cide squad.”




    Moom­basa looked at his aide. Such in­sults. No one called back­ward na­tions back­ward

    any­more. They emerg­ing or de­vel­op­ing or Third World. You didn’t go to no ug­ly wom­an in

    the street and say you ug­ly. So you didn’t call no Third World na­tions what they were

    ei­ther. And here was this man who took his mon­ey call­ing the Peo­ple’s Demo­crat­ic

    Re­pub­lic of Hamidia what it was.




    Moom­basa felt blood come up hot from his toes. He didn’t want to shoot the Brit that

    mo­ment be­cause then he couldn’t have the joy of killing him again. He thought of fire. Slow

    fire un­der the feet. Burn off his tbe­nails. Put out his eyes. Peel away his chest. And the

    gen­er­alis­si­mo felt him­self chuck­ling. His aides moved away in fear. Ev­ery­one left but

    Neville Lord Wis­sex.




    “So, be­ing a back­ward na­tion, I would ad­vise against your spend­ing an­oth­er ten

    mil­lion on a tech­no­log­ical phase as­sault that may pro­duce ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing. That

    may not even gain for you that moun­tain of gold which be­longs to you and is worth per­haps

    tens of tril­lions of dol­lars.”




    “How many ze­roes that?” asked Moom­basa.




    “At least twelve in your count­ing,” said Wis­sex.




    “Spend, you British dog,” Moom­basa said.




    “It’s too much for you to han­dle.”




    “I say spend,” Moom­basa said.




    “Well. If you say so.”




    “I de­mand so,” said Moom­basa. “De­mand. I will give it to you in cash. And there is more

    where that came from.”




    Moom­basa was, of course, talk­ing about his per­son­al wealth. By now it ex­ceed­ed the

    na­tion­al trea­sury five-​fold. But his hon­or had been in­sult­ed. He hard­ly lis­tened to

    the Brit ex­plain that the three were now in St. Maarten but would soon be in Bom­bay where a

    trap would be laid. The words about these as­sas­sins us­ing the hu­man body bet­ter than

    any­one ev­er had be­fore meant noth­ing to him. Noth­ing.




    “And so in an­cient Bom­bay these an­cient as­sas­sins will fall be­neath the most mod­ern

    of tech­nol­ogy,” Wis­sex said.




    “And there’s more where that came from,” said Moom­basa.




    But lat­er, when Wis­sex left, Moom­basa re­flect­ed and de­cid­ed that he would do a

    lit­tle work on his own. Just to pro­tect his in­vest­ment, which had now grown to $20

    mil­lion.




    “Bom­bay,” said Ter­ri Pom­fret, re­turn­ing from the beach on the west­ern, the French

    side, of the is­land of St. Maarten. She no­ticed that Re­mo hadn’t tanned even though he was

    ly­ing out in the sun.




    She set the rub­bing of the Hamid­ian in­scrip­tion on the ta­ble of their bal­cony fac­ing

    the calm bay, un­der the hot white sun.




    Word by word, phrase by phrase, she trans­lat­ed the co­or­di­nates of the sail­ing

    mer­chants and thede­scrip­tions of the an­cient peo­ple to whose city the moun­tain

    of-​gold had been moved.




    “In their time, this city would have to be Bom­bay and the peo­ple would have to be In­di­an

    and I’m cer­tain they re­fer to the Tem­ple of the god­dess Gint. That was my main clue. She is

    the god­dess of in­ner peace and ex­ists on­ly at the city lim­its of Bom­bay. Sim­ple, You

    see?”




    She looked around for ap­proval, but Chi­un mere­ly con­tin­ued to stare off at the

    hori­zon. Re­mo yawned and con­tin­ued not to tan.




    “Why don’t you tan?” she said.




    “Don’t want to.”




    “You know, you have a ba­si­cal­ly hos­tile per­son­al­ity.”




    “Why not?” Re­mo said.




    Ter­ri did not speak to him all the way on the three dif­fer­ent flights to In­dia. She

    no­ticed he did not sleep much ei­ther, per­haps fif­teen min­utes a night.




    “I sup­pose you won’t tell me why you need so lit­tle sleep ei­ther,” she said.




    “I’ll tell you but you won’t un­der­stand,” he said.




    “Try me.”




    “I sleep more in­tense­ly. There are dif­fer­ent lev­els of sleep and I sleep all of them at

    once. You see, with me, I am in con­trol of body func­tions that you’re not in con­trol of.

    Tan­ning, ev­ery­thing. I can tan be­cause I can con­trol the el­ement in my skin that tans. Or

    I can not tan.”




    “Ask a sil­ly ques­tion and you get an ab­so­lute­ly stupid an­swer,” said Dr, Ter­ri

    Pom­fet.




    There were two prob­lems with the Bom­bay Air­port. One was that Re­mo, Chi­un, and Ter­ri

    were pho­tographed by some lu­natic wear­ing a Gun­ga Din cos­tume, who kept sneak­ing around,

    try­ing not to be no­ticed and was there­fore no­ticed.




    The big­ger prob­lem with Bom­bay Air­port was that it was down­wind from a great

    con­cen­tra­tion of In­di­ans. It was down­wind from the city and from the riv­er it used as a

    refuse sys­tem for its sewage. When there was sewage. Main­ly, the In­di­ans just used the

    streets.




    Tourist pho­tographs of the city showed on­ly the col­ors, the beau­ti­ful pas­tels, the

    fetch­ing eyes peer­ing out over di­aphanous veils, the beau­ti­ful domed tem­ples, the

    exquisite­ly carved nose rings, state­ly beige ox­en walk­ing down through the ages of man.




    Pho­tographs did not show what the ox­en left be­hind them.




    Sto­ries nev­er men­tioned what Ter­ri had to go through as she set foot off the plane and

    be­gan retch­ing with the oth­er tourists who were now ex­pe­ri­enc­ing ex­cit­ing In­dia,

    moral lead­er of the Third World.




    The tourist group’s In­di­an guide ex­plained how In­dia was based on demo­crat­ic

    prin­ci­ples and the high­est moral val­ues of mankind. What was even bet­ter was that the

    tourists didn’t have to wor­ry about pick­pock­ets be­cause the lo­cal po­lice dealt with

    pick­pock­ets by stick­ing pins in their eyes, very ef­fec­tive­ly blind­ing them

    for­ev­er.




    “So we have two things. A moral or­der of the high­est plane and safe streets.”




    But no one lis­tened to the guide. Eyes teared up over hand­ker­chiefs and peo­ple were

    giv­ing up theirbeau­ti­ful Air In­dia lunch­es which had been served with flow­ers. Now

    ev­ery­one knew why In­dia grew such lux­uri­ous flow­ers.




    “Plant ‘em in the air and they’ll be fer­til­ized,” said one tourist.




    Ter­ri looked up to Re­mo and Chi­un who were walk­ing along, ob­vi­ous­ly un­both­ered by

    the stench.




    “How do you do it?” she gasped.




    “We don’t breathe as much when we don’t want to,” Re­mo said.




    “Bas­tard,” said Ter­ri. “You joke now.”




    “I could help you but you are go­ing to have to trust me.”




    “I’d rather vom­it,” said Ter­ri.




    “You make too much noise retch­ing,” said Re­mo, and he pressed Ter­ri’s spine and re­moved

    some of the ten­sion in her stom­ach and spinal col­umn.




    “Breathe deep,” he said.




    “I can’t.”




    “Yes, you can.” Re­mo closed her nose and cov­ered her mouth with his free hand. He let the

    oxy­gen debt build up red in her face and then re­leased her. Ter­ri gagged in a com­plete

    lung­ful of air.




    She looked around star­tled. She wait­ed to vom­it. But sud­den­ly the air was breath­able.

    There was no smell to it.




    “What did you do?” she asked Re­mo.




    “I ac­cli­mat­ed you quick­ly. You can’t smell it be­cause In­dia is now a part of you.

    Don’t breathe seeds, though, or you’ll have flow­ers com­ing out of your mouth in no time.”




    “Well, thanks any­how,” said Ter­ri.




    In rapid-​fire Ko­re­an, Chi­un told Re­mo that oneshould nev­er ex­pect grat­itude

    from the piti­ful be­cause when they were re­lieved of their bur­den of stu­pid­ity, they

    al­ways turned on their bene­fac­tors.




    “How can you say that?” asked Re­mo. “That’s not al­ways the case.”




    “It was with you,” said Chi­un and he chuck­led and Re­mo knew that Chi­un’s trip to In­dia

    had just been made worth­while by that sin­gle re­mark.




    “Heh, heh, it was with you,” Chi­un re­peat­ed. “Heh, heh.”




    “Your Mas­ter of Sinan­ju seems so hap­py, it is al­ways a plea­sure to be around him,” said

    Ter­ri, who still could not un­der­stand the street Ko­re­an that Chi­un had spo­ken to

    Re­mo.




    Far off in a ‘lit­tle val­ley they could see the pink-​domed tem­ples of the god­dess Gint.

    Lus­trous glass filled curv­ing aper­tures in the many win­dows of the god­dess’ home. Poles

    re­flect­ing sil­ver and gold and emer­alds glis­tened be­fore the del­icate jade and ivory

    arch­ways.




    “I don’t see the moun­tain,” said Ter­ri.




    “You will find an­oth­er sign,” Chi­un said.




    “How do you know?” asked Ter­ri.




    “Some­one tried this ev­ery so of­ten,” Chi­un said. “You would think they would learn.” But

    he would ex­plain no more.




    The paving lead­ing to the pool was in­laid with ivory up­on pol­ished mar­ble. Pic­tures of

    the god­dess Gint con­sort­ing with the god of thun­der were ev­ery­where.




    A pack of the faith­ful stood be­fore one of the priests. They wore rags and he wore just a

    loin­cloth and lay on his back up­on a bed of sharp­ened spikes.




    It was this proof of body con­trol that let himspeak to the mul­ti­tudes. He had not

    on­ly been trained as a priest of Gint but had been to the Lon­don School of Eco­nomics, where

    he learned to hate Amer­ica.




    He al­so hat­ed Britain, France, West Ger­many and all the West­ern in­dus­tri­al­ized

    coun­tries. This was easy to come by in Lon­don where he had been ex­posed to what he and most

    of the oth­er Third World stu­dents re­al­ly hat­ed about the West. They weren’t part of

    it.




    See­ing Re­mo and Ter­ri, he spoke in En­glish to the mul­ti­tudes.




    “Here they are. The im­pe­ri­al­ists. Why don’t you have skyscrap­ers like they have?

    Be­cause they have ex­ploit­ed them from you. Why don’t you have as many shirts as they have?

    Be­cause they have many shirts while you do not even have one. Is that fair? They con­sume so

    much of the re­sources of the world that you have noth­ing. They ride around in big cars while

    you walk on bare feet. Is that fair? There they are. The im­pe­ri­al­ists come to step on

    you.”




    Thus spoke the fakir ded­icat­ed to the god­dess Gint. Now the beg­gars who stood around did

    not un­der­stand En­glish but the fakir knew the talk was not for them, for they had no coins

    for his beg­ging bowl. It was for the Amer­icans them­selves, be­cause if you called Amer­icans

    or Britons im­pe­ri­al­ist ex­ploiters, they would put bills in your bowl. Es­pe­cial­ly

    Amer­ican wom­en who were stupid enough to be­lieve that if Amer­icans had few­er shirts,

    some­how In­di­ans would have more.




    The Britons were not as good for this, some­times think­ing things through. But Amer­ican

    wom­enwere ab­so­lute­ly splen­did, be­liev­ing that some­how Amer­ican use of baux­ite

    and petroleum de­prived peo­ple in loin­cloths of some­thing they would oth­er­wise use.




    The fakir saw the Amer­ican man ap­proach. He could see that his speech had got­ten to the

    wom­an but the Amer­ican’s man’s face was hard to read.




    “Ex­ploiter of the mass­es, have you come to step on us? Have you” come to steal our

    baux­ite? Are you rob­bing us of our man­ganese and fer­rous ox­ide?”




    The fakir lift­ed his head very gen­tly for a sud­den move on his bed or nails would let the

    sharp­ened spikes pierce his back­bone.




    “Pig. Bru­tal­iz­er. Rob­ber,” he said to Re­mo and Ter­ri. Ter­ri put fif­teen dol­lars

    Amer­ican in­to the bowl. Re­mo stepped up and on­to the fakir, press­ing him down in­to his

    nails, mak­ing sure the up­per back went down with the first step so there would be no more

    noise out of the mouth.




    The fakir lay there em­bed­ded on his spikes. Re­mo took back Ter­ri’s fif­teen dol­lars and

    gave it to the crowd.




    Ter­ri looked at the fakir, the crowd, the fakir, Re­mo, and the fakir again. Al­ready flies

    were set­tling on him.




    “Why . . . what did you do that for?” she gasped.




    “Lis­ten, if he says I came to step on him, who am I to prove him wrong?”




    “You’re the ug­ly Amer­ican. Ab­so­lute­ly,” she said.




    “Why not?” said Re­mo and the day was good.




    Ter­ri turned to Chi­un. “Did you see him? He just killed a man. For no rea­son at all. A

    poor sim­ply holy man speak­ing the truth as he knew it,”




    Chi­un said noth­ing but Re­mo snapped, “I don’t know what the mat­ter is with you, but you

    seem to take some ma­lig­nant an­ti-​Amer­ican crap and in­vest it with virtue. You don’t know

    what he was talk­ing about. Maybe he was rag­ging the crowd to mob us. Would you rather have

    seen me kill the crowd?”




    “All this death all the time. Why, why, why?” asked Ter­ri.




    “Be­cause, be­cause, be­cause,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s not an an­swer.”




    “It is for me,” Re­mo said.




    “You beast,” said Ter­ri.




    And in Ko­re­an, Chi­un said to Re­mo about the fakir now im­paled on his bed of nails, “I

    al­ways want­ed to do that. I al­ways want­ed to do that.”




    Ter­ri did not un­der­stand what he said, but she said, “That’s right, Chi­un. You tell him

    that pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sins don’t kill wan­ton­ly.”




    “It seemed right,” Re­mo said to Chi­un in Ko­re­an.




    “Don’t lis­ten to him,” Ter­ri said to Chi­un. “He could cor­rupt you.”




    “If you see an­oth­er one,” Chi­un said in Ko­re­an, “He’s mine. I don’t know why we nev­er

    thought of that be­fore.”




    “You’ve got to be spe­cial,” said Re­mo with pride.




    “I am,” said Chi­un. “That’s why I don’t know why I nev­er thought of that be­fore.”




    Sud­den­ly Ter­ri sobbed. “I hate you,” she sput­tered at Re­mo. “I hope the mob does mob

    us. How’s that?”




    “No. They on­ly go af­ter you if you look weak. They’ll nev­er at­tack any­one who steps a

    fakir in­to his nails,” Re­mo said.




    Ter­ri looked. It was true. All the beg­gars were look­ing at the punc­tured corpse as a

    cu­rios­ity. No one was both­er­ing them. One of them peeled off the corpse’s loin­cloth to use

    as his own.




    Ac­cord­ing to leg­end, the god­dess Gint mat­ed with the forces of the uni­verse to cre­ate

    the god of dark places.




    Gint her­self was said to have mur­dered a part of the day which peo­ple would nev­er see

    again. It was not morn­ing or evening, but was sup­posed to oc­cur short­ly af­ter noon and

    ac­cord­ing to leg­end, was a cool and dark mo­ment, a brief respite from the hot In­di­an

    sun.




    This did Gint take in­to her bo­som and away from mankind. Nat­ural­ly, it made her one of

    the In­dia’s most beloved god­dess­es. She was wide­ly re­gard­ed as the bene­fac­tress of

    schemes, and the cult of Gint was one of the rich­est in In­dia.




    Yet this day as Re­mo and Chi­un ac­com­pa­nied Ter­ri in­to the tem­ple look­ing for more

    Hamid­ian writ­ing, no one was tend­ing the flow­ers or the can­dles or the sweet­meats set at

    the feet of the god­dess’ stat­ue.




    Gint had sev­en breasts and ac­cord­ing to In­di­an mythol­ogy eight sons, who prompt­ly

    de­stroyed the weak­est by cut­ting off his lips so he could not eat.




    See­ing how much more milk there was, the strongest son de­cid­ed to take all the breasts

    for him­self and when his broth­ers were suck­ling, bit off the backs of their heads. An­gered,

    Gint or­dered her re­main­ing son nev­er to drink her milkagain but to drink the dark

    brack­ish wa­ters in small ponds and to live for­ev­er as a mud slug.




    So to that very day, de­vout Hin­dus were care­ful of step­ping on mud lest they pro­fane

    the on­ly re­main­ing son of Gint.




    “How spir­itu­al. How beau­ti­ful,” said Ter­ri, read­ing the leg­end un­der the stat­ue and

    smelling the in­cense can­dles.




    “The stat­ue’s got a face like a mush­room and sev­en tits,” Re­mo said. “She’s the ugli­est

    thing I’ve ev­er seen.”




    “How beast­ly you are. In the pres­ence of such spir­itu­al­ity, show­ing how gross you

    are.”




    Their foot­steps sound­ed like coins drop­ping on the taut skin of a drum­head. The

    ceil­ings were paint­ed with snakes de­vour­ing ba­bies and slugs drink­ing from the breast of

    swamps. This was done in ru­bies, emer­alds and sap­phires.




    Re­mo no­ticed lit­tle bun­dles taped to the ceil­ing where the sup­port pil­lars were.

    Ev­ery pil­lar had them.




    They felt wrong. He looked to­ward Chi­un and the old Ko­re­an nod­ded.




    “Let’s find the writ­ing and get the hell out of here,” Re­mo said.




    “It should be right near this tem­ple,” said Ter­ri. “But I don’t want to pro­fane their

    re­li­gion.”




    “The on­ly way you can pro­fane it is by hav­ing an hon­est thought,” Re­mo said. He looked

    up at the bun­dles and he saw Chi­un nod to him. They did not be­long in the tem­ple of the

    god­dess Gint.




    Tona­ka Hamamo­ta, num­ber one ad­vis­er to the great House of Wis­sex, had watched the trio

    en­ter the tem­ple.




    He had sat quite com­fort­ably at a dis­tance, let­ting his com­put­er watch the peo­ple. It

    did not tell him much about their fa­cial fea­tures, but in­stead how they moved and emit­ted

    heat. The heat emis­sions came out on a screen, show­ing the cool­ness of the tem­ple stones

    and the heat of the three bod­ies en­ter­ing.




    Lord Wis­sex had as­sured him the three would en­ter and so they had, and that was all

    Tona­ka Ma­mamo­ta need­ed, since he could trail a tar­get by the scent of the wax in their

    ears.




    Tona­ka had been told that there might be dan­ger and that he should re­port ev­ery step as

    he did it. He thought the idea of dan­ger was ridicu­lous but one did as one’s em­ploy­er

    wished.




    Tona­ka Hamamo­ta wore a blue im­ita­tion cot­ton Sears suit with im­ita­tion silk striped

    tie and an im­ita­tion polyester white shirt.




    He watched as his com­put­er screen ticked off the facts:




    Move­ment of trio. Males glide with the very mo­tion of body. Wom­an clomps as is nor­mal.

    Males seem al­ways to have weight cen­tered.




    Pulse. Wom­an nor­mal. Males sub­nor­mal, clos­er to python than ape.




    Po­si­tion: Males al­ways keep fe­male be­tween them in pro­tec­tive cor­don.




    Lan­guage: Famale do­ing most of talk­ing; ap­par­ent­ly hos­tile.




    First at­tack: Males’ move­ment in­stan­ta­neous with ex­plo­sion. Fe­male, de­layed nor­mal

    re­ac­tion time. Scream.




    Ter­ri start­ed yelling as the tile around their feet ex­plod­ed in lit­tle lu­mi­nes­cent

    frag­ments pit­ting the walls with im­pact.




    She tried to run but felt a strong re­as­sur­ing hand on her arm.




    It was Re­mo.




    “There’s nowhere to run,” he said.




    “Let me go.”




    “You can’t run. Those are bombs go­ing off. The whole tem­ple’s a bomb. Look.” And he

    point­ed and she fol­lowed his fin­ger and then saw the pack­ages strapped to the pil­lars

    where .they joined the grace­ful dome of the roof.




    She felt Re­mo pull her to­ward the ground. His fin­ger touched an in­laid tile.




    “This is a bomb too,” he said. “There are noth­ing but bombs here. We’re in the mid­dle of a

    bomb.”




    “Oh, no,” moaned Ter­ri. She be­gan to shake.




    “It’s all right, kid,” Re­mo said. “They’re not go­ing to kill you.”




    “How do you know?”




    “You’d have been dead by now,” Re­mo said.




    “The bombs were ob­vi­ous from the be­gin­ning,” Chi­un said.




    “Then why did we walk in here?”




    “I didn’t know who they were for,” Chi­un said. “It was ob­vi­ous they were not part of the

    tem­ple. Look at the strap­ping. Look at the pack­ages. See how clean the lines are.”




    “Good taste,” said Re­mo.




    “Prob­ably Japanese,” Chi­un said.




    “Def­inite­ly not In­di­an,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s in good taste,” Chi­un agreed.




    “Def­inite­ly not In­di­an,” Re­mo said.




    “They’re go­ing to kill us and you’re talk­ing about de­sign,” Ter­ri screamed.




    “If we’re go­ing to die, it’s not go­ing to hurt us to talk about de­sign.”




    “Do some­thing,” shout­ed Ter­ri and Re­mo oblig­ing­ly did a lit­tle tap dance and sang two

    bars from “Once Up­on a Blue Riv­er, Dar­ling.”




    Not to be out­done, Chi­un re­cit­ed a stan­za of Ung po­et­ry.




    “That’s not what I want you to do,” Ter­ri yelled.




    “Name it,” said Re­mo.




    “Get us out of here,” Ter­ri said.




    “We could get out but you can’t,” said Re­mo. “Look at the win­dows and doors. Do you see

    those beau­ti­ful square lat­tices that look like bor­ders?”




    Ter­ri nod­ded.




    “Bombs,” said Re­mo. “We could get out fast enough but not you.”




    “You’ve got to pro­tect me.”




    “And we are.”




    “Then do some­thing,” she said.




    “We are,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re do­ing noth­ing. You’re just stand­ing there.”




    “We’re wait­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “For what?”




    “For what is go­ing to come, my dear,” said Chi­un and sud­den­ly there were voic­es in the

    tem­ple. It was one voice but be­cause of the echoes it sound­ed like many. It said:




    “I can kill you any time. Watch.”




    Sud­den­ly Ter­ri’s ears ached from two con­cus­sions.




    “That is an ex­am­ple,” the voice said. “You are in a bomb I have con­struct­ed.

    Re­sis­tance is use­less.”




    “See. I told you we were in a bomb,” Re­mo said. “Whole place is a bomb.”




    “Oh, no,” sobbed Ter­ri.




    “Send the wom­an out to me or you will all die,” said the voice.




    “What should I do?” whined Ter­ri.




    “You could die hon­or­ably with us,” said Re­mo, “or you could run for your life.”




    “I don’t want to leave you,” said Ter­ri. “But I don’t want to die ei­ther.”




    “Then go.”




    “I’ll stay,” she said.




    “No, go. Don’t wor­ry about us.”




    “Will you be all right?” she asked.




    “Sure. Go,” said Re­mo.




    “I hate to leave you, Chi­un,” she said.




    “Ah­hh, to see beau­ty as one’s last sight is but a pleas­ant way to pay the debt of death

    that is owed from one’s birth.”




    “You’re so beau­ti­ful,” said Ter­ri. “And you, Re­mo, if on­ly you weren’t so

    hos­tile.”




    “So long, kid,” Re­mo said. “See you around.”




    Ter­ri stum­bled from the tem­ple, hold­ing her head, shield­ing her weep­ing eyes from the

    bright sun. She walked past the pools, fol­low­ing the sound of a voice that told her to keep

    mov­ing.




    The voice kept re­peat­ing that when Ter­ri came just over the lit­tle hillock fac­ing the

    tem­ple, the two in­side the tem­ple would be re­leased un­harmed.




    Ter­ri stum­bled from the tem­ple gar­dens and sobbed her way be­yond a lit­tle hill, where

    a fat Ori­en­tal with a square face, wear­ing a blue suit,..sat in front of a lit­tle

    com­put­er built in­to an at­tache case.




    “Dr. Pom­fret?” he said.




    “Yes.”




    “I have re­ceivers in the tem­ple that cap­ture and mag­ni­fy my voice. They are small­er

    than a pen­cil dot.”




    Hamamo­ta picked up a tiny mi­cro­phone, no larg­er than a thumb­nail, and in­to it he

    spoke.




    “Now you die, Mel­ican dogs.”




    The tem­ple of the god­dess Gint went up in a moun­tain of pink plas­ter and spray­ing

    jew­els. The earth shook. Ter­ri felt her ears grow numb. The pink plas­ter of the tem­ple was

    still com­ing down over the out­skirts of Bom­bay when Ter­ri fi­nal­ly got her­self to look

    over the lit­tle hillock. Where Re­mo and Chi­un had been was now on­ly a large, smol­der­ing

    hole. They were dead.




    Then she thought she heard them ar­gu­ing from the Be­yond. The voic­es came through the

    buzzing in her ears.




    “He called me an Amer­ican,” said Chi­un.




    “No. He called you a Mel­ican,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s how they pro­nounce Amer­ican,” Chi­un said.




    “So?”




    “Would you like to be called a boy when you are a man?” said Chi­un’s voice from the

    Be­yond.




    “There’s no com­par­ison,” said Re­mo’s voice in Heav­en.




    “It is bad enough be­ing called a Chi­na­man. But to be called an Amer­ican. That means I

    have those fun­ny eyes, that sick­ly skin, that aw­ful odor about the body. It means that I am

    of Eu­ro­pean stock,and there­fore, some­how re­lat­ed to the French. That is be­yond

    degra­da­tion.”




    “I’m white,” Ter­ri heard Re­mo’s voice say.




    “And don’t think that has been easy on me,” said Chi­un.




    “And I am very proud to be an Amer­ican,” Re­mo said.




    “Com­pared to be­ing French, why not?” said Chi­un.




    Ter­ri turned around. They were alive. Un­scathed. And stand­ing be­hind Hamamo­ta whose

    eyes were open wide with amaze­ment. He looked first at the two and then at his lit­tle

    com­put­er. He punched in sev­er­al com­mands.




    The com­put­er im­me­di­ate­ly flashed a mes­sage back. In green lu­mi­nes­cent let­ters,

    the com­put­er told Hamamo­ta: “Good for you. Once again you have suc­ceed­ed. The two are

    dead.”




    Froth formed on Hama­mao­ta’s lips. His face turned red. His eyes bulged. He punched new

    in­for­ma­tion in­to the com­put­er.




    The in­for­ma­tion said: “Not dead. Stand­ing be­hind me.”




    The com­put­er was in­stan­ta­neous in its re­sponse. “Re­ject in­ac­cu­rate in­for­ma­tion.

    Please check source ma­te­ri­al.”




    Hamamo­ta looked be­hind him again.




    “Alive,” he punched in­to the ma­chine.




    The com­put­er an­swered: “All in­put ac­cu­rate un­til last mes­sage. Must re­ject.”




    “How did you es­cape alive?” asked Ter­ri.




    But Re­mo and Chi­um were not lis­ten­ing to her. Chi­un had seen screens like that. What he

    want­ed to know was where was the lit­tle yel­lowface that ate the squares and the dots.

    He asked Hamamo­ta.




    “Not that kind of com­put­er,” the Japanese said.




    “No Pac-​man?” said Re­mo.




    “Not that kind of com­put­er. It killed you. Why are you not dead?”




    “Does it do horo­scopes?” asked Re­mo.




    “I am a Leo,” said Chi­un. “That’s the best sign. Re­mo is a Vir­go. He doesn’t know that

    but I do. He couldn’t help that any­more than he could help be­ing white.”




    “You dead,” yelled Hamamo­ta an­gri­ly. “Why you not dead? Why you stand­ing here?”




    “Maybe it has Mis­sile Com­mand?” said Re­mo. “Where’s the joy­stick for shoot­ing

    mis­siles?”




    “No Mis­sile Com­mand. This as­sas­sin com­put­er. Best in world. Num­ber one.”




    “How the world de­means glo­ry. They have made a game of as­sas­si­na­tion. The pro­fes­sion

    of as­sas­sin is now re­duced to an ar­cade game,” Chi­un said.




    “You dead,” yelled Hamamo­ta.




    “Does it have black­jack?” asked Re­mo.




    “You bombed,” said Hamamo­ta. “I bombed you.”




    “It did work the bombs, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said to Chi­un.




    “Still a game,” Chi­un said.




    “Heeeeeyah­hhh,” yelled Hamamo­ta and leaped in­to a mar­tial arts po­si­tion, hiss­ing like

    an an­imal.




    “What’s that?” asked Re­mo.




    “An­oth­er game,” said Chi­un in dis­gust.




    “You die. Heeeeeeyah­hh­hh,” screamed Hamamo­ta, thrust­ing a blade­like hand to­ward

    Re­mo’s neck.




    The hand bounced back with four bro­ken bones. The neck didn’t move.




    “Could I set off a bomb with that thing?” asked Re­mo.




    “Pigs use booms,” Chi­un said. “Chi­na­men use them. They in­vent­ed gun­pow­der be­cause

    they lacked in­ter­nal dis­ci­pline.”




    Hamamo­ta’s hand hung limply by his side. His eyes bulged with hate and from his very spine,

    he threw a kick out at the head of the aged Ko­re­an. Chi­un walked by and went to the

    com­put­er in­side the at­tache case.




    “I have seen ad­ver­tise­ments for a boom where there is a buck­et to catch the boom and

    that is how you score.”




    “I don’t think this is that one, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo, “be­cause the tem­ple

    re­al­ly blew up.”




    “Maybe there are con­trols for catch­ing the booms too. Does this do catch­ing and if so,

    where does it score?” asked Chi­un.




    Hamamo­ta lay on his side, his back thrown out of joint, his strik­ing hand limp,

    ex­haus­tion and pain on his face.




    “Lis­ten to me, fat thing,” said Chi­un. “Does this have a scor­er? Can we blow Cal­cut­ta

    up from here? If we can, how many points do we get?”




    “Why would you get points for blow­ing up Cal­cut­ta?” asked Re­mo.




    “Have you ev­er seen Cal­cut­ta?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “Go there some­time. You would get not on­ly points but a bless­ing for it. One of the

    tru­ly bad places in the world,” Chi­un said.




    “Bagh­dad is bad,” said Re­mo.




    “Bagh­dad has beau­ty,” said Chi­un.




    “Bagh­dad has Iraqis,” said Re­mo.




    “No place is per­fect,” said Chi­un, “ex­cept Sinan­ju.”




    “How many points for Bagh­dad?” Re­mo asked Hamamo­ta. The Japanese wrig­gled on­to his

    bel­ly. Inch by painful inch, he crawled to­ward Re­mo and Chi­un. When he got to Re­mo’s

    shoes, he opened his mouth to bite and Re­mo lift­ed his foot and stepped down with one

    pre­cise step, sep­arat­ing Hamamo­ta in­to two parts.




    Ter­ri faint­ed.




    “See if you can do Cal­cut­ta,” said Re­mo.




    “I can’t do Cal­cut­ta,” said Chi­un.




    “Why not?”




    “No joy­stick. I think this fat Jap prob­ably threw it away.”




    By the time Ter­ri re­cov­ered, Re­mo and Chi­un had car­ried her back to the tem­ple ru­ins

    and were dig­ging around for the Hamid­ian in­scrip­tion.




    “You didn’t have to kill him,” she said to Re­mo.




    “What should I have done?”




    “Re­ha­bil­itate him,” said Ter­ri.




    “Right,” said Chi­un. “Cor­rect.” And then in Ko­re­an he said to Re­mo: “What is the

    mat­ter with you? You would ar­gue with a stone wall. Do you re­al­ly think this wom­an knows

    what she is talk­ing about?




    “Thank you,” said Ter­ri, sure the kind­ly old Ko­re­an was ex­plain­ing de­cen­cy to his

    rude and crude stu­dent.




    “You’re wel­come,” said Chi­un to Ter­ri, and then to Re­mo: “See how easy it is when you

    treat id­iots like id­iots.”




    “I just want you to know this,” Ter­ri told Re­mo. “There has been death and de­struc­tion

    this day and all you could think about was play­ing games with hu­man lives. You kill with­out

    re­morse or even anger. I could un­der­stand anger. But noth­ing? Noth­ing? Noth­ing?”




    “Would it make you feel bet­ter if I hat­ed ev­ery­body I kill?” said Re­mo. “You want

    hate?”




    “Mo­ron,” said Chi­un in En­glish.




    “I don’t know why you put up with him,” Ter­ri told Chi­un.




    “Nei­ther do I,” said Chi­un.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    Dr. Harold W. Smith wait­ed in the head­quar­ters of CURE, sit­ting atop staffs he could not

    reach, a net­work un­con­nect­ed to any­thing, run­ning dum­my cor­po­ra­tions and fronts all

    op­er­at­ing with­out pur­pose.




    Through the years, he alone had set up these groups to cre­ate a net­work of peo­ple

    gath­er­ing and dis­pens­ing in­for­ma­tion, all them help­ing, with­out know­ing it, to help

    CURE fight crime and to keep Amer­ica alive.




    On­ly Smith, each pres­ident, and CURE’s lone killer arm knew what CURE was. Clerks

    gath­er­ing in­for­ma­tion on il­le­gal truck­ing and fraud nev­er knew for whom they re­al­ly

    worked. Gov­ern­ment agen­cies with vast sprawl­ing bud­gets nev­er knew how much of their

    work­force ac­tu­al­ly worked for that se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion set up in Rye, New York,

    be­hind the fa­cade of the san­itar­ium called Fol­croft.




    Smith had pre­pared for ev­ery­thing and he had not pre­pared for this. He was not even sure

    how long the net­works would keep work­ing or what they would do or if they would just gath­er,

    or­ganize, pen­etrate, and then do it all over again be­cause the in­for­ma­tion just wasn’t

    be­ing used.




    He didn’t know. On­ly the com­put­ers would know, and his com­put­ers’ brains were as blank

    as a ba­by’s at birth.




    For the first time since those murky days when a des­per­ate pres­ident had called on him to

    set up this or­ga­ni­za­tion, Harold W. Smith was out of touch with it all.




    For the first time, there were no two dozen prob­lems to be jug­gling at one time.




    For the first time, there was on­ly that blank com­put­er ter­mi­nal, with the lights

    flash­ing mean­ing­less sym­bols.




    And sud­den­ly Harold W. Smith found him­self do­ing some­thing he had not done since grade

    school when he had fin­ished read­ing Pe­ter Rab­bit ahead of the rest of the class. He was

    doo­dling with a pen­cil. He was draw­ing pic­tures.




    There was a box in­side a box in­side a box.




    He looked at it a mo­ment and then he knew what he would do. Try­ing to track down the

    miss­ing com­put­er records had failed. There had been no re­sponse.




    But if he set up just the sort of il­le­gal op­er­ation that ac­ti­vat­ed the CURE net­work?

    Then when it latched on to him, he could send Re­mo up through the net­work. . . .




    The pen­cil dropped on the desk. So Re­mo could go up through the net­works and then what?

    None was con­nect­ed to any oth­er and Smith was dis­con­nect­ed from the whole mess. He was

    alone and in this ag­ing part of his life, when the body stoppedre­spond­ing to the

    com­mands of the mind, he was be­com­ing use­less.




    And then the tele­phone rang.




    It was the tech­ni­cian in the new head­quar­ters in St. Maarten. They had re­ceived a

    strange mes­sage sev­er­al days af­ter the failed trans­mis­sion from some­one. Would Smith be

    in­ter­est­ed?




    “Ab­so­lute­ly. I want to know ev­ery­thing about the mes­sage, es­pe­cial­ly where it

    orig­inates,” said Smith.




    “I’m sor­ry, sir, but we didn’t get that. Just some­where in the west­ern part of your

    coun­try.”




    “All right. What does it say?” Smith asked.




    “It says ‘Of­fer in­ter­est­ing. Will on­ly deal gross.’ ‘




    “Deal gross?”




    “That’s it, sir.”




    “Did the sender mean big or large or ug­ly or what?” Smith asked.




    “I don’t know. On­ly deal gross, it says.”




    “Who will on­ly deal gross?”




    “He didn’t send the mes­sage prop­er­ly,” the tech­ni­cian said. “We didn’t get a name or

    fre­quen­cy or any­thing.”




    “All right. We’re go­ing to trans­mit again.”




    “Dur­ing a storm again, sir?”




    “No. Con­tin­uous­ly. Around the clock,” said Smith. “Sun and rain, storm and clear. Sent it

    all over.”




    “I cer­tain­ly hope the stock­hold­ers of Ana­logue Net­work­ing Inc. don’t find about this,

    sir,” said the tech­ni­cian.




    “Why should they?” asked Smith. What was this? Some kind of black­mail?




    “It would just be ter­ri­bly cost­ly,” the tech­ni­cian said.




    “That’s right. And I’m telling you to do it and don’t you wor­ry about the stock­hold­ers,”

    Smith said. “That is not your con­cern. You un­der­stand?”




    “Yes sir,” the man said.




    “Just do it,” Smith said.




    In Bev­er­ly Hills, Bar­ry Schweid in­formed Bin-​die and Marmel­stein that he had found a

    pro­duc­er who would give him a per­cent­age of the gross prof­its. He was tak­ing all his

    screen­plays to the oth­er pro­duc­er.




    So Hank Bindle and Bruce Marmel­stein called an ur­gent meet­ing. If there were a pro­duc­er

    out there will­ing to give gross points, that meant he was sure the screen­play was dy­na­mite.

    He was sure it would make mon­ey.




    There­fore, the screen­play was good. But which screen­play? There had been a half-​dozen.

    Bindle and Marmel­stein owned four Schweid treat­ments.




    Was it the dy­na­mite box-​of­fice block­buster?” asked Marmel­stein.




    “No, I don’t think so. The dy­na­mite box-​of­fice block­buster was so bor­ing peo­ple fell

    asleep when they read the ti­tle.”




    “What about the new-​wave film that was go­ing to bury all the oth­er pro­duc­ers?” asked

    Bruce Marmel­stein.




    “No­body could un­der­stand that,” said Hank Bindle.




    “The as­sas­sin thing?” said Marmel­stein.




    “Right,” said Bindle. “I bet that thiev­ing pro­duc­er wants the as­sas­sin thing.”




    “We don’t own the as­sas­sin thing,” Marmel­stein wailed. “That was the screen­play we

    didn’t buy.”




    “Why not?”




    “We didn’t have any­one to read it,” said Marmel­stein.




    “Where was the cre­ative di­rec­tor?”




    “She quit when she found out she was get­ting less than the sec­re­taries.”




    “What about the sec­re­taries?” asked Bindle. “Couldn’t they read it to you?”




    “It came in on a Sat­ur­day.”




    “So you just re­ject­ed it?” said Hank Bindle, an­gered.




    “Why not? It looked like any oth­er Schweid script to me. How should I know it was a good

    script? There wasn’t a pic­ture in it.”




    “What do you mean, pic­ture? You mean you can’t read?” said Hank. He stood up from the

    ta­ble. “I have been beat­ing my buns off for months now try­ing to get a pic­ture off the

    ground and now my part­ner tells me he can’t read.”




    “Why didn’t you read it?” said Bruce. “You could have read it.”




    “I was giv­ing meet­ings.”




    “You could have read it. It wasn’t long. It was less than half an inch thick. Read it now,”

    said Bruce, bring­ing a car­ton of manuscripts from be­hind a large mar­ble stat­ue of a girl

    hold­ing a lamp of wis­dom.




    “Okay,” said Hank. “I’ll have it read by mid­night. Give it to me.”




    “What do you mean, give it to you?” said Bruce, his neck jew­el­ry clank­ing with rage.




    “Give me the script and it’ll be read by morn­ing.”




    Marmel­stein reached in­to the box. There were three scripts about a half-​inch thick

    each.




    “It’s one of these,” he said. “The epics are three-​quar­ters of an inch.”




    “Do I have to take all three?” asked Hank Bindle.




    “No. Just the as­sas­sin one.”




    “Is that the one with the cof­fee spot on it?”




    “You can’t read ei­ther,” screamed Marmel­stein.




    “I used to. I just don’t need it any­more. If I could read, I’d be a pub­lish­er, not a

    pro­duc­er. I used to read beau­ti­ful­ly. Ev­ery­body said so.”




    “So did I,” said Bruce.




    “Why did you stop?” asked Hank.




    “I don’t know. You don’t use some­thing, you for­get how,” said Bruce.




    “I can still rec­og­nize my name in print,” said Hank Bindle.




    “I can too,” said Bruce Marmel­stein. “It’s got a lot of round bumpy let­ters in it.”




    “Mine has got curls,” said Hank Bindle.


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    Chi­un had wan­dered off when Re­mo grabbed Ter­ri by the arm and growled, “Come on. You’ve

    marched us all over ev­ery de­press­ing place in the world. We’re get­ting out of here.

    An­oth­er day in this dump and I’ll have rick­ets and moral­ity and an undy­ing af­fec­tion for

    cows.”




    They picked their way slow­ly over the lumps of mar­ble and stone and in the dis­tance saw

    Chi­un’s tiny fig­ure, swathed in his bro­cad­ed ki­mono, stand­ing near the rub­ble of the

    tem­ple, look­ing down at some­thing.




    The beg­gars who lined the pool to the now-​de­stroyed tem­ple had al­ready be­gun to drift

    back, tak­ing their ac­cus­tomed beg­ging spots.




    “What’s he do­ing?” Ter­ri asked Re­mo, look­ing to­ward Chi­un.




    “He likes to pose,” Re­mo said. “Looks like he’s do­ing some­thing sig­nif­icant.”




    “He must be do­ing some­thing.”




    “Suit your­self. Go see.” Re­mo freed Ter­ri’s arm and she walked quick­ly down along the

    length of the pool to­ward Chi­un.




    A beg­gar ap­proached Re­mo. One eye was rolled back in­to his head and there was dried

    spit­tle along the right side of his mouth.




    “Beg par­don, Amer­ican friend. Do you have a dol­lar for a poor but hon­est beg­gar?”




    “No.”




    “Half a dol­lar?”




    “No.”




    “Any­thing . . . any alms?”




    “Here’s a dime,” Re­mo said. “Go buy your­self a cab­inet min­istry.”




    He flipped the beg­gar a coin, and saw Ter­ri drop to her knees next to Chi­un in the

    tem­ple wreck­age, and be­gin to smooth away de­bris with her hands. Ca­su­al­ly, Re­mo

    strolled along the pool to­ward them.




    When he joined them, he said, “Oh, jeez, not an­oth­er one.”




    “Shhh,” Ter­ri said. She was trac­ing her fin­gers over a gold plaque, fol­low­ing the lines

    of the pe­cu­liar wedge-​shaped let­ters that had been chis­eled in­to the soft met­al. The

    plaque was now curled up at both ends, like a piece of fresh let­tuce.




    Re­mo guessed that the plaque had been buried some­where un­der the tem­ple and had been

    blown to the sur­face by the force of the ex­plo­sion.




    “I don’t care what it says,” Re­mo said. “We’re go­ing home.”




    “We’ll go where it takes us,” Ter­ri snapped. “Be qui­et. This is im­por­tant.”




    Chi­un looked to­ward Re­mo and shook his head as if Re­mo should not waste his time

    ar­gu­ing with an im­be­cile. Re­mo nod­ded.




    He picked up a hand­ful of smooth stones fromthe rub­ble and amused him­self by

    toss­ing them at the beg­gars who were again lined along the low wall fac­ing the pool. He put

    four­teen stones in a row in­to four­teen dif­fer­ent tin cups. Ev­ery time one of the stones

    land­ed in a cup, the beg­gar would pull the cup to his body, shield it with his arms from the

    oth­er beg­gars, and peer in­side to see what god­ly gift he had been sent. Not one of the

    beg­gars showed any in­ter­est in the de­struc­tion of the old tem­ple or even came up to look.

    Nor had the po­lice showed up. Did In­dia have po­lice? Re­mo won­dered. The coun­try had a

    hun­dred thou­sand gods, but did it have any po­lice? How could you gov­ern a coun­try that had

    more gods than po­lice?




    Ter­ri stood up af­ter ten long min­utes.




    “Spain,” she said. “The gold went to Spain.”




    “And then to the Bronx,” Re­mo said in dis­gust.




    “It says Spain,” she said stub­born­ly.




    “You find this writ­ing ac­cept­able?” Chi­un asked Ter­ri.




    “Yes,” she said. “An­cient Hamid­ian script.” She paused, then asked, “What do you

    mean?”




    “Noth­ing,” Chi­un said and turned away.




    Ter­ri looked at Re­mo quizzi­cal­ly, but Re­mo said, “Don’t ask me. You two are the big

    lan­guage mavens. I’m just along for the ride.”




    “I’ve no­ticed,” Ter­ri said.




    Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa re­ceived Lord Wis­sex in his mas­ter bed­room suite, in which a

    bevy of naked blonde volup­tuous beau­ties would have seemed as un­nec­es­sary as an­oth­er

    har­mon­ica play­er at a hill­bil­ly con­ven­tion. Moom­basa ob­vi­ous­ly had no room in his

    life to love any­one but him­self.




    The walls of the bed­room were made of what might have been im­port­ed mar­ble, but it was

    hard to tell be­cause they were cov­ered, al­most ev­ery square inch, with mu­ral-​sized

    pic­tures of Moom­basa greet­ing his sub­jects. In the small cor­ners where the walls met, and

    the mu­rals didn’t to­tal­ly mesh, there were small­er pho­tos of Moom­basa. Some men like

    mir­rors over their beds, but Moom­basa had an­oth­er enor­mous mu­ral there, the same size as

    his big bed, so that his last view at night, be­fore shut­ting his eyes, was his own smil­ing

    face.




    Moom­basa was sit­ting up in bed, propped up by pil­lows, eat­ing soft-​boiled eggs from a

    cup. The run­ny al­bu­men seemed in­tent on es­cap­ing his spoon and kept drib­bling down on­to

    the front of his blue vel­vet smok­ing jack­et, which had gold-​fringed mil­itary epaulettes on

    the shoul­ders.




    Wis­sex was amused to note that Moom­basa ate with a gold­en spoon from a gold­en egg cup.

    In Wis­sex Cas­tle, where ser­vants had been feed­ing no­ble­men since the days when

    Moom­basa’s an­ces­tors were eat­ing their own chil­dren, they used sim­ple ster­ling and old

    chi­na.




    Al­bu­men and yolk run­ning down his chin, Moom­basa asked, “What suc­cess?”




    “None. We have failed. All is over.”




    The gold spoon again stopped halfway to Moom­basa’s mouth. Its slimy car­go puck­ered up

    against one edge, held there by sur­face ten­sion, and then, as Wis­sex watched, the spoon

    tipped more and the weight of the slime ex­ceed­ed its co­he­sion and more egg slid off the

    spoon’s bowl on­to Moom­basa’s chest. He ig­nored it.




    “What?”




    “It is true, Gen­er­alis­si­mo. We have failed. The Unit­ed States has won again, crush­ing

    un­der its mil­itarist heel your worth­while am­bi­tions to res­cue your peo­ple from pover­ty

    and its op­pres­sion.”




    “Hell with that crap. What about the gold?”




    The spoon was for­got­ten now and its con­tents just kept drib­bling off on­to Moom­basa’s

    vel­vet jack­et.




    “I’m sor­ry, great lead­er,” said Wis­sex. “But the House of Wis­sex is with­draw­ing. We

    have been at this for cen­turies and per­haps it is time now to close down our op­er­ations.

    Per­haps we will raise bees.” Wis­sex could smell the eggs now.




    Moom­basa’s heart went out to Wis­sex. He had nev­er seen the En­glish­man look­ing and

    sound­ing so de­pressed. “But train­ing. Spe­cial squads. All the things I count on you for,”

    he said. “What of them?”




    “You will have to have your own men take charge,” Wis­sex said.




    “My own men couldn’t take charge of a shoe-​shine stand,” Moom­basa said. “Not if some­body

    gave them a pic­ture of feet. I need you. What has hap­pened?”




    “The wom­an and the two body­guards have es­caped again. They have foiled the ef­forts of my

    best men.”




    “And you have none of these best men left?” Moom­basa asked.




    “We have many,” Wis­sex said, “Our best op­er­ative is still avail­able, but he planned on

    re­tir­ing sev­er­al months ago. I didn’t want to dis­turb him in his re­tire­ment,

    par­tic­ular­ly on such a dif­fi­cult mis­sion.”




    “Dis­turb him,” Moom­basa or­dered with a bel­low. “You have obli­ga­tion to pro­vide me

    with your best. Per­form this mis­sion. That moun­tain of gold must be mine.”




    “And Hamidia’s,” Wis­sex cor­rect­ed.




    “Yes. Hamidia’s. Of course,” Moom­basa said. “Noth­ing must stand in the way of the gold

    be­ing re­turned to its right­ful own­er. Me. And Hamidia.”




    He threw the egg plate and the spoon and the tray hold­ing them to one side. It all teetered

    on the edge of the bed for a mo­ment, then fell over, smear­ing it­self on the ex­pen­sive

    Per­sian car­pet. Moom­basa arose, walked to Wis­sex, and put an arm around the En­glish­man’s

    shoul­ders. Wis­sex moved slight­ly in his chair so that none of the egg all over Moom­basa

    would drip on his tweed suit.




    “We have been to­geth­er a long time, Lord of Wis­sex,” said Moom­basa. “Now, at the

    pin­na­cle of our ad­ven­tures to­geth­er, is no time to stop. You use all the re­sources of

    Wis­sex. To­geth­er, we con­quer the evil fas­cist Yan­kee beast.”




    “Well, if you in­sist …”




    “I in­sist, I in­sist.”




    “I’ll get on it right away,” Wis­sex said. He rose quick­ly, turn­ing away from Moom­basa to

    pro­tect his suit, and walked to­ward the door.




    He went out with­out look­ing back. Moom­basa looked at the clos­ing door, pleased that he

    had been able to buck up Wis­sex’s courage. A pro­duc­tive House of Wis­sex was im­por­tant for

    his con­tin­uing rule. He thought how strange it was. Peo­ple al­ways thought of En­glish­men

    as cool, not giv­en to wor­ry or pan­ic, but here was Wis­sex, a very old ti­tle, com­ing to

    him, Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa,for en­cour­age­ment. Some­day it would be a chap­ter in

    his mem­oirs. How he had come to the res­cue of the British li­on and giv­en him the courage of

    Moom­basa, when the En­glish­man was on the verge of los­ing all his fac­ul­ties.




    Wis­sex reap­peared in the door­way and Moom-​basa’s eye­brows lift­ed in sur­prise.




    “The same fee sys­tem?” Wis­sex said.




    “Of course,” Moom­basa said grand­ly, with a smile. Wis­sex nod­ded and left. Just like a

    child, Moom­basa thought. Wis­sex need­ed to be led. Just like a child.




    He smiled to him­self and then looked around to see if his egg had suf­fered so much dam­age

    on con­tact with the car­pet as to ren­der it un­eat­able.




    “Com­man­der Spencer here.” The voice crack­led over the long-​dis­tance tele­phone

    line.




    “Wis­sex. Put on your scram­bler.”




    Neville Lord Wis­sex wait­ed at the Hamidia air­port in the last of a bank of tele­phone

    booths. He knew that all the tele­phones in Hamidia were tapped be­cause the House of Wis­sex

    had set up the pro­ce­dures it­self. The very best equip­ment in the world, Wis­sex had told

    Moom­basa, when he sold him the sur­plus British Army World War II de­vices. Moom­basa had

    in­sist­ed al­so on buy­ing scram­bler de­cod­ing equip­ment and Wis­sex had been hap­py to

    sell.




    But the scram­bler he now at­tached to the ear­piece and mouth­piece of the tele­phone could

    not be de­cod­ed by Moom­basa’s ex­pen­sive toys. Wis­sex could bare­ly re­strain a smile. Who

    in Hamidia had any­thing to say worth tap­ping?




    But Moom­basa had in­sist­ed on all the equip­ment when Wis­sex told him that the Unit­ed

    States rou­tine­ly tapped all the tele­phones in its coun­try. The gen­er­alis­si­mo had the

    mind of a child.




    Spencer’s voice came back on­to the line, crack­led and dis­tort­ed through

    elec­tron­ics.




    “Got it, Neville,” he said. “How goes it?”




    “I just left the id­iot. In for a pen­ny, in for a pound.”




    “Good,” said Spencer. “I thought you might have a spot of trou­ble this time.”




    “Not re­al­ly. He’s an in­fant. I had him or­der­ing me to con­tin­ue the bat­tle against

    the Amer­ican op­pres­sors,” Wis­sex said.




    “So, what’s next, old bean?”




    “Well, hon­est­ly Spencer, I’m a lit­tle an­noyed at this wom­an. And her two body­guards. I

    thought you should take a run at them. Bring in the girl and dis­pose of those oth­er two for

    good.”




    “I thought you’d nev­er ask, old chap.”




    “It’s just that I’ve had enough of wogs and hired help,” Wis­sex said. “It’s time to send a

    Brit. A re­al Brit. To do a Brit’s work.”




    “I’ll bring their heads back on my shield,” Spencer said. “Where will I find them?”




    “I’ve sent them to Spain next.”




    “Ah­hhh, the land of senori­tas and ole. Did I ev­er tell you about”




    Wis­sex knew Spencer was about to launch in­to one of the in­ter­minable sto­ries of his

    for­mer ca­reer as Britain’s top spy. And he had heard all the sto­ries over and over again, so

    he said quick­ly: “No, I don’t think so. But lat­er. I’vegot a line of ba­boons stand­ing

    around, wait­ing to use this phone. Wouldn’t do for them to no­tice the scram­bler.”




    “Got you, old man. Next time.”




    “Yes. We’ll talk,” Wis­sex said.


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    On­ly the ocean hadn’t changed.




    That un­usu­al­ly philo­soph­ical thought oc­curred to Dr. Harold W. Smith as he sat in the

    se­mi-​dark­ened of­fice at Fol­croft San­itar­ium, look­ing out through the one-​way glass of

    his win­dows at the Long Is­land Sound, pitch­ing and surg­ing at the end of the long green

    man­icured lawn that drib­bled down to the nar­row sliv­er of beach.




    He had changed. He had come to CURE and its first di­rec­tor, picked by a pres­ident he

    didn’t like for a job he didn’t want, and he took it on­ly be­cause the pres­ident had told him

    that he was the on­ly man in the na­tion who could han­dle it. Smith then had still been

    young-​ready to re­tire from the CIA af­ter twen­ty years of ser­vice to his coun­try and ready

    to go back to teach law in New Eng­land. The law had been his first love.




    And sud­den­ly he had been made the great­est law-​break­er in the his­to­ry of the Unit­ed

    States. It was CURE’S mis­sion: to work out­side the law to cap­ture the law­break­ers; to use

    crim­inal meth­ods to stop crime from over­run­ning the Unit­ed States,Smith knew of

    on­ly one way to work. He had thrown him­self in­to the as­sign­ment with the same rock­hard

    New Eng­land tenac­ity he had brought to ev­ery­thing in his life. His mar­riage, nev­er very

    ex­cit­ing to be­gin with, had slow­ly slipped away in­to an arm’s length ex­er­cise in

    bore­dom. He had lost touch with his young daugh­ter and she had fall­en away in­to the sink of

    drug ad­dic­tion.




    And CURE hadn’t worked. It had strug­gled and carved out many suc­cess­es, but it had all

    amount­ed to try­ing to bail out the ocean with a spoon. No mat­ter how hard you bailed, there

    was even more wa­ter to take the place of what­ev­er you re­moved. So too with crime. In the

    Unit­ed States, it had be­come al­most in­fi­nite in its scope and as it had grown more

    suc­cess­ful, it had en­ticed more and more peo­ple in­to the crim­inal life. In re­cruit­ing,

    noth­ing suc­ceeds likesuc­cess.




    So, al­most against his will, Smith had found it nec­es­sary to take CURE one step fur­ther.

    He had re­cruit­ed a killing arm. Re­mo Williams, a Newark, New Jer­sey po­lice­man, who had

    killed in Viet­nam. Re­mo had been surly and felt abused at hav­ing his com­fort­able life

    dis­rupt­ed. He had not want­ed any­thing to do with CURE. But he had been the right man. An

    or­phan with no fam­ily. A man who loved his coun­try and had killed for it. Smith knew he had

    cho­sen cor­rect­ly: that Re­mo would kill again for his coun­try.




    And he had . . . hun­dreds of times, now be­yond count. Maybe they were still try­ing to

    spoon out the ocean but in Re­mo, CURE now had a big­ger spoon and those whom Re­mo vis­it­ed

    did not live to be crim­inals again.




    But on­ly the ocean had not changed.




    Re­mo had changed. He had start­ed out re­luc­tant­ly, do­ing CURE’s work be­cause Amer­ica

    need­ed it. But then had come the change. He had start­ed to do the work be­cause he was an

    as­sas­sin and as­sas­sin’s work de­fined him and made him whole. Re­mo’s sense that CURE could

    make a dif­fer­ence was long gone. There were still residues of his pa­tri­otism but they were

    thin­ner, more neb­ulous now than they had ev­er been. Re­mo now killed be­cause he killed, and

    Amer­ica was bet­ter to kill for than any­body else he could think of at the mo­ment.




    Chi­un had changed too. He had been brought to CURE just to train Re­mo, to teach him to

    kill and to sur­vive. It had start­ed for the old Ko­re­an as just an­oth­er job, but that had

    not last­ed long.




    Some­where along the way, Chi­un had de­cid­ed that Re­mo was not just a stu­dent, but that

    he was to be Chi­un’s suc­ces­sor as the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un had al­so de­cid­ed

    that Re­mo was the rein­car­na­tion of the Hin­du god, Shi­va the De­stroy­er. Smith had nev­er

    re­al­ly un­der­stood what Chi­un was talk­ing about. It was enough for Smith to know that

    Re­mo and Chi­un were dif­fer­ent from oth­er men; that their minds worked dif­fer­ent­ly and

    their bod­ies worked dif­fer­ent­ly. Smith had nev­er ex­pect­ed, and now nev­er un­der­stood,

    the strange pow­ers they would have and why they were so much more than oth­er men.




    Chi­un once had ex­plained that the on­ly se­cret of Sinan­ju was to teach men to use all

    their pow­ers; to em­ulate the in­sects who could leap scores of times their own height and

    lift hun­dreds of timestheir own weight. He cit­ed the case of the shark and its sens­es

    which could de­tect one part of blood in a mil­lion parts of wa­ter. This, Chi­un had said, was

    the po­ten­tial that man could live up to. Smith didn’t be­lieve it. There had been noth­ing

    like that in the hu­man phys­iol­ogy cours­es he had tak­en at Dart­mouth. But he had seen

    those pow­ers too many times now to dis­be­lieve them.




    Still, since he could nei­ther dis­be­lieve nor un­der­stand, he chose to ig­nore, and just

    to be thank­ful that those pow­ers, what­ev­er ex­act­ly they were, were ar­rayed on the side

    of the Unit­ed States and not against it.




    So they had come a long way, Smith and Re­mo and Chi­un and CURE and Amer­ica it­self, and

    the on­ly thing that had not changed was the wa­ter that ran back and forth end­less­ly in

    front of Smith’s win­dows.




    The tele­phone rang, its sharp jan­gle seem­ing vis­ibly to jolt the qui­et waves of air in

    the dark­ened room.




    That was an­oth­er thing that didn’t change: the tele­phone. It had start­ed ring­ing all

    those years be­fore when Smith had first moved CURE in­to Fol­croft. And it was still

    ring­ing.




    He lift­ed the re­ceiv­er slow­ly and said, “Hel­lo.”




    Smith had nev­er be­fore heard the voice, which said, “What kind of deal are you

    of­fer­ing?”




    “De­pends on what you’ve got,” Smith said non­com­mi­tal­ly. “Sup­pose you tell me

    some­thing about your­self.”




    “What I’ve got is one of the great sto­ries of our time. A se­cret agen­cy for the Unit­ed

    States gov­ern­ment. An of­fi­cial gov­ern­ment as­sas­sin and hisel­der­ly Ori­en­tal

    train­er. A fa­ther-​son love theme that runs through it. Their bat­tles against evil to try to

    make Amer­ica safe for all its peo­ple again.”




    As the in­tense voice of Bar­ry Schweid rant­ed on, Smith’s stom­ach sank. This man,

    who­ev­er he was, knew ev­ery­thing. CURE had been com­pro­mised.




    There was si­lence on the end of the phone and Smith re­al­ized he was sup­posed to say

    some­thing.




    “Sounds in­ter­est­ing,” he said. “What’d you say your name was?”




    “I don’t want to tell you my name,” Schweid said. “Out here, they rip off ev­ery­thing. I

    don’t want any­body to know what I’m work­ing on.”




    Out here? Where? Smith won­dered. Who rips off ev­ery­thing? What was this lu­natic talk­ing

    about?




    “Like you. Like you got a mes­sage in­to my com­put­er and pro­ces­sor,” Schweid said. “I

    don’t know how you did that. Maybe some­body else could do it. Then ev­ery­body would have

    ev­ery­thing I was work­ing on.”




    His voice seemed to be ap­proach­ing hys­te­ria and Smith won­dered if talk­ing about mon­ey

    might calm him down.




    “What kind of deal did you have in mind?” Smith said.




    “I wouldn’t take less than 250 thou. And ten points.”




    “Oh, yes, points,” Smith said, to­tal­ly con­fused. “Have to have points.”




    “And not net points ei­ther. Gross points. Net sucks.”




    “Well, that should be no prob­lem,” Smith said. No, there would be no prob­lem. This

    mad­man,who­ev­er he was, was due a vis­it from Re­mo. If Smith got his records back. If

    CURE sur­vived that long. “We should get to­geth­er and work out the de­tails,” Smith said.




    “Who do you have to talk to first?” Schweid asked.




    “No one. I’m in this alone.”




    “You’re not go­ing to make this one, are you?” Schweid asked. His voice took on a whiny,

    sus­pi­cious sound.




    “Why not?” Smith asked. What was this man talk­ing about?




    “No­body makes one on their own. No­body makes a de­ci­sion on their own. You’ve got to talk

    to your peo­ple. I know that. And you’ve got to kick it around with the cre­ative folks. I know

    the bars they hang out in. Any­body who says he doesn’t have to talk to any­body is ly­ing.

    You’re just in this to jerk me around, aren’t you?”




    Smith was afraid the man would hang up and he quick­ly said, “No, no, no. I’m a one-​man

    op­er­ation. I make all the mon­ey de­ci­sions my­self. And I han­dle cre­ative my­self.” What

    the hell was he talk­ing about, Smith won­dered.




    “What have you done?” Bar­ry Schweid asked.




    “A lot of things,” Smith an­swered slow­ly.




    “Tell me about some of them,” Schweid said.




    “I think we ought to swap re­sumes when we meet. I don’t know any­thing about you ei­ther.”

    Smith tried to chuck­le. The un­ac­cus­tomed sound re­sound­ed through the dark of­fice like a

    death rat­tle. “Why, I don’t even know your name. Maybe you’re the one who can’t make a deal on

    your own.”




    “No? No? You think that, huh? Well, this is mine. To­tal­ly mine. Those ass­holes, Bindle

    and Marmel­stein, didn’t want it. So that’s their loss. I’ve got the prop­er­ty to sell.”




    Prop­er­ty? What prop­er­ty? Smith won­der. He won­dered. He said, “I don’t buy prop­er­ty

    with­out see­ing it.”




    “How do I know you won’t steal it from me?”




    “It’s hard to steal prop­er­ty,” Smith said. How did you steal prop­er­ty? Did you take it

    with you and leave a hole in the ground where the prop­er­ty used to be? What was this man

    talk­ing about? He wished his com­put­ers were work­ing. He could have been run­ning this

    con­ver­sa­tion through them and by now the com­put­er would know who this man was and where

    his phone was lo­cat­ed and it would have been able to fig­ure out, by cross­check­ing against

    lists of oc­cu­pa­tion­al jar­gon and slang, what he was talk­ing about. But Smith’s com­put­er

    ca­pa­bil­ities were down to al­most ze­ro, lost in a storm at sea. And this nut­house lu­natic

    had found them.




    “I’ve had a lot of prop­er­ty stolen from me. Ev­ery time I pitch an idea, I see it un­der

    some­body else’s name.” Bar­ry Schweid paused. “Lis­ten, I don’t want to sound tough. I want to

    make this deal. It’s just that I’ve been burned.”




    “You won’t be burned by me,” Smith said. “When can we meet?”




    “You say two hun­dred and fifty thou­sand is okay and ten points gross?”




    “That’s right,” Smith said agree­ably.




    “I’ve got to think about it.”




    “Why? That’s what you asked for. I agreed. What do you have to think about?” Smith

    asked.




    “That’s just it. You agreed. Out here, no­body agrees. You at this phone num­ber

    reg­ular­ly?”




    “Yes.”




    “I’ll get back to you.”




    The tele­phone clicked dead in Smith’s ear. He re­placed the re­ceiv­er slow­ly, then

    di­aled a three-​dig­it num­ber that con­nect­ed him with Fol­croft’s switch­board. Dur­ing the

    day, he had tried to start re­build­ing the san­itar­ium’s com­put­er ca­pa­bil­ity. Now he

    would see if there was any­thing hap­pen­ing in­side the com­put­ers.




    Af­ter a few sec­onds, the com­put­er ter­mi­nal on his desk lit up, and slow­ly spelled out

    a mes­sage.




    Un­able to find Tele­phone num­ber. Call orig­inat­ed in west­ern Unit­ed States.




    Smith stared at the mes­sage, then pressed a but­ton clear­ing the screen.




    He took out a pad and pen­cil and hunched over his desk to try to recre­ate his en­tire

    con­ver­sa­tion with the mad­man. Per­haps he would be able to fig­ure out what it was all

    about. He al­lowed him­self a sigh. It was go­ing to be an­oth­er long night.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    The long oak ta­ble oc­cu­pied a long nar­row room, with high vault­ed ceil­ings and

    in­tri­cate hand-​carved wood­en mold­ings, but both room and ta­ble were over­whelmed by a

    gi­ant crest, a full six feet across that oc­cu­pied the cen­ter of one wall be­hind the head

    of the ta­ble.




    In the cen­ter of the bril­liant­ly pol­ished ce­ram­ic crest, a li­on reared on its hind

    legs. At one side of the li­on was a sheaf of wheat and on the oth­er side, a stilet­to with a

    di­amond-​stud­ded hilt.




    A ce­ram­ic sash looped across the bot­tom of the crest. It con­tained the sin­gle word:

    Wis­sex.




    There were not oth­er paint­ings in the room, no pho­tographs, no wall dec­ora­tions,

    noth­ing but the crest. Around the ta­ble were placed a dozen hard-​seat­ed, straight-​backed

    chairs. A sin­gle black tele­phone sat on the ta­ble.




    Six men were talk­ing soft­ly in the room, but they be­came silent when the door opened and

    Neville walked in. He wore a her­ring­bone tweed jack­et with leather el­bow patch­es,

    knick­ers, high socks and heavy walk­ing shoes. He gave off thescent of out-​of-​doors

    and spent shot­gun shells as he breezed in­side the room and walked to the head of the

    ta­ble.




    “Ev­ery­one here?” he called out, then sat down, looked around, nod­ded, and said, “Good.

    Let’s get start­ed.”




    Wis­sex wait­ed un­til the oth­er men were seat­ed, then tapped on the ta­ble with the end

    of a sil­ver pen he kept in his in­side jack­et pock­et. He said briskly, “The month­ly

    meet­ing of the House of Wis­sex will come to or­der. The min­utes and the trea­sur­er’s

    re­port will wait un­til the next month­ly meet­ing. I’d like to re­port on the Hamid­ian

    op­er­ation.”




    He looked around as if invit­ing ap­proval and five of the six men at the ta­ble nod­ded.

    The sixth was Un­cle Pim­sy. He was try­ing to screw his mon­ocle in­to his eye, so that he

    could see clear­ly the cigar he was fondling in his hand.




    Wis­sex wait­ed for the old man to speak, but he said noth­ing. Wis­sex be­gan his re­port.

    “The Hamid­ian op­er­ation is pro­ceed­ing nice­ly. We have al­ready squeezed Moom­basa for

    twen­ty mil­lion. Our goal was twen­ty-​five mil­lion and I ex­pect to meet that goal.”




    “But we’ve in­curred loss­es,” one of the di­rec­tors said. He was a red-​faced man in his

    ear­ly thir­ties whose voice seemed on the verge of crack­ing. His prin­ci­pal

    dis­tin­guish­ing char­ac­ter­is­tic was an adam’s ap­ple that bobbed up and down, seem­ing­ly

    out of syn­chrony with his speech.




    “Yes, Bent­ley,” Wis­sex agreed eas­ily. “We’ve had loss­es.”




    “How many, Neville?” the young man asked.




    “Eigh­teen. Sev­en in Amer­ica and ten in the Yu­catan. And we just lost our bomber in

    Bom­bay.”




    “Why?” Bent­ley asked. The oth­er di­rec­tors nod­ded, all but Pim­sy, who seemed to be

    try­ing to sculpt his cigar to fit in­to a one-​in-​a-​mil­lion mouth. He was tear­ing at the

    stem of the cigar with a sil­ver knife, grunt­ing un­der his breath.




    Wis­sex wait­ed un­til the di­rec­tors stopped nod­ding.




    “I don’t know,” he said. “The wom­an is pro­tect­ed by just two men but some­how they have

    re­pelled our sub­con­trac­tors.”




    “Where do they go next?” an­oth­er di­rec­tor asked.




    “Spain.”




    “And then where?”




    “There is no oth­er place,” Wis­sex said. “They weren’t even sup­posed to get this far.”




    “Well, we just have to get rid of those body­guards,” an­oth­er di­rec­tor said. He was a

    bristly man in his for­ties with a bat­tal­ion-​grade rust mus­tache. “Just can’t have peo­ple

    run­ning around killing our field hands. Not good form, don’t you know?”




    “No. No. True.” Voic­es grunt­ed around the ta­ble.




    “We will get rid of them,” Wis­sex said cold­ly.




    “Ehh­hh­hh­hh­hh­hh­hh­hh.”




    The sound came from Un­cle Pim­sy at the end of the ta­ble. He had the cigar in his mouth

    now, still un­lit, but the mon­ocle had dropped again from his eye and he was try­ing to screw

    it back in.




    He took a deep breath and be­gan to speak again.




    “Ehh­hh­hh­hh­hh­hh­hh­hh.” It was a ter­mi­nal rat­tle, but the men around the ta­ble

    wait­ed for him to go on. They were used to his way of start­ing to talk.




    Fi­nal­ly, Pim­sy polled the cigar from his mouth and said, “Can’t get rid of those two.

    Can’t. Don’t you un­der­stand?” He voice was grav­el­ly and the words came out sound­ing as if

    his lips had been frozen with novo­caine and were un­able to form let­ters cor­rect­ly.

    Spit­tle flew from his mouth with the words and the di­rec­tors near­est him leaned away.




    Wis­sex said, “That’s non­sense, Un­cle Pim­sy, and you know it.”




    “Ehh­hh­hh­hh­hh­hhh,” came the rat­tle again. “Tell them the truth, Neville. We’re all

    go­ing to die.”




    “Oh, come,” said Neville. He looked around the ta­ble, smil­ing pa­tron­iz­ing­ly. “Un­cle

    Pim­sy has the idea that these as­sas­sins are some­how in­de­struc­tible. From the Ori­ent. He

    wants us to pay them a trib­ute, if you can be­lieve that.”




    The oth­er di­rec­tors looked first at Wis­sex, then at Pim­sy. The old man had light­ed his

    cigar. It filled the room with smoke as if it were a tubu­lar tear-​gas can­is­ter.




    “Nev­er liked the idea of steal­ing mon­ey from Moom­booger,” Pim­sy said. “Go back to the

    good old days. Hon­est men do­ing hon­est work. You’re ru­in­ing this house, Neville.”




    “By bring­ing in twen­ty mil­lion dol­lars?” he asked.




    “By mak­ing us bat­tle the House of Sinan­ju,” Pim­sy said.




    “Times change,” Wis­sex said quick­ly.




    “Sinan­ju nev­er changes,” Pim­sy said. “Ehh­hhh-​hh­hh.”




    “What is Sinan­ju?” asked the di­rec­tor named Bent­ley.




    “An­oth­er old house of as­sas­sins,” Neville said.




    “Far as I can tell, it’s been out of busi­ness for years. But Un­cle’s wor­ried about it.

    Seems we met up once some hun­dreds of years ago and had some trou­ble with them. Un­cle wants

    us to give the mon­ey back and strike our tents and go open cheese and tea shops.” Any­body

    else want to do that be­sides Pim­sy?”




    He looked around the ta­ble. The di­rec­tors were shak­ing their heads.




    Pim­sy groaned again. His mon­ocle fell from his eye. He slumped back in his seat, as if

    ex­haust­ed from the ef­fort of speak­ing. He puffed hard on his cigar and the smelly smoke

    hung in the air, a tan­gi­ble fog.




    “You’re too clever by half, Neville. But you’re go­ing to kill all these peo­ple be­fore

    you’re done,” Pim­sy said.




    “Shouldn’t you go play with your poo­dle?” Neville snapped.




    “Get rid of those body­guards,” Bent­ley said. “That should sat­is­fy ev­ery­body.”




    “You’re right,” said Wis­sex “We con­cur. We will fin­ish them off im­me­di­ate­ly. We will

    send our sec­ond best.”




    “Why sec­ond best?” asked Bent­ley.




    “Be­cause I have an ap­point­ment to ride to hounds this week­end. But no more for­eign

    mon­grels on this job. We will send Spencer.”




    “Spencer,” one of the men hissed.




    “Yes,” said Wis­sex. “Com­man­der Spencer.”




    There were mur­murs of agree­ment around the ta­ble, and Wis­sex stood, sig­nal­ing that the

    meet­ing was at an end. The oth­ers rose, still grin­ning and nod­ding to them­selves.




    “Oh, yes, Spencer,” one of them said.




    Un­cle Pim­sy alone re­mained in his seat, his chin sunk down on­to what used to be his

    chest be­fore his chest went south in­to his stom­ach cav­ity.




    He was shak­ing his head.




    “We’re all go­ing to die,” he said.




    Mrs. Chol­mond­ley Mon­tague was on her hands and knees in the gar­den, pluck­ing weeds from

    among her flow­ers, when she heard the sound. It sound­ed as if hell had sprung a leak, a

    whin­ing, screech­ing sound, and she closed her eyes for a mo­ment, pray­ing that it was an

    il­lu­sion and there wasn’t re­al­ly any such sound; but the sound con­tin­ued and got loud­er

    and loud­er.




    It had long since been ar­ranged among the neigh­bors that the first to hear the sound would

    alert all the oth­ers, for their mu­tu­al pro­tec­tion, so Mrs. Mon­tague dropped her gar­den

    tools and ran in­side the house.




    She looked at the tele­phone, her British sense of du­ty pulling her to­ward it. But

    self-​preser­va­tion came first and so she closed and locked her front door and win­dows

    be­fore she picked up the phone.




    From a list along­side the in­stru­ment, she start­ed call­ing her neigh­bors.




    “Yes. The bag­pipes. He’s start­ed up again.”




    “Yes. He’s start­ed. Stay in­side.”




    She even called that ter­ri­ble wom­an who said her name was Mrs. Wil­son, but God knew, she

    was prob­ably an Ital­ian or worse, a dark thing she was and hairy, but even hairy and dark,

    she de­served a warn­ing.Still, Mrs. Mon­tague had trou­ble keep­ing the chill out of her

    voice.




    “I know this is the first time for you, so stay in­side. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to

    come out. You can light a can­dle or do what­ev­er it is your type of per­son does.”




    Soon, the qui­et, dead-​end­ed lit­tle mews was still. On­ly the sound of bag­pipes hov­ered

    over­head. The hous­es looked as if they had been de­signed to keep out all light and air.

    Ev­ery door was bolt­ed shut and ev­ery win­dow tight­ly closed. Shades, Vene­tian blinds,

    drapes were pulled tight, as if the sun were a dead­ly bac­te­ria-​car­ry­ing en­emy. With­in

    mo­ments, the neigh­bor­hood re­sem­bled one of those

    ev­ery­body-​dead-​by-​oc­cult-​in­ter­ven­tion neigh­bor­hoods from a Hol­ly­wood hor­ror

    movie- still and un­mov­ing as death, with on­ly the eerie sound of the bag­pipes hang­ing over

    all.




    The bag­pipe mu­sic came from in­side a small house at the very end of the im­mac­ulate

    lit­tle street. In­side, play­ing on a stereo sys­tem, was a record of the British Black Watch

    Reg­iment. Atop that record, await­ing their turns, were a stack of records in­clud­ing

    Wag­ner, mil­itary mu­sic from the Boer War, mil­itary mu­sic from the In­di­an cam­paigns, and

    songs of the Em­pire.




    Com­man­der Hilton Mar­maduke Spencer, O.G., K.L.M., D.S.C., sat fin­ish­ing his

    Stolich­naya vod­ka neat. He could feel the throb­bing in his tem­ples, the throb­bing that

    al­ways sig­naled that he would soon kill again.




    He fin­ished off his drink, strode to a book­case in a cor­ner of the liv­ing room, and

    reached be­hind a slim copy of Ital­ian War Heroes to press a but­ton.




    Noise­less­ly, the book­case slid in­to the room, open­ing like a door to dis­play an­oth­er

    small room. Its walls were lined with weapons, hand­guns and ri­fles and au­to­mat­ic pis­tols.

    There were hand grenades and small one-​man rock­ets, all neat­ly la­beled and stored for

    im­me­di­ate use.




    Com­man­der Spencer de­cid­ed he would take a lot of equip­ment with him and give those two

    bloody body­guards a re­al­ly rous­ing send­off.




    His tem­ples kept throb­bing and he knew the pain would not sub­side un­til he was packed

    and ready to go on his mis­sion. Un­til that time, he hoped he met no one. He hoped no

    neigh­bors were on the street and he hoped no mail­men or de­liv­ery­men came to the front

    door, be­cause while the tem­ples pound­ed, he was not in con­trol of him­self. And he didn’t

    want to kill any­body right-​now. Not yet. Not un­til he had met these two body­guards.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    At least at Kennedy Air­port in New York, they had pre­dictable hook­ers and mug­gers. But

    here, in the Bom­bay Air­port, they had beg­gars and cows milling around the main pas­sen­ger

    ter­mi­nal.




    “Ridicu­lous,” Re­mo said. “This coun­try’s nev­er go­ing to make it in­to the twen­ti­eth

    cen­tu­ry. Hell, it might not even make the nine­teenth.”




    “You just don’t un­der­stand spir­itu­al­ity,” Ter­ri Pom­fret said.




    “I un­der­stand cow­shit,” Re­mo said. “You’re stand­ing in it.”




    Ter­ri looked down, saw she in­deed was and tried to shake it from her shoe.




    “Pray it off,” Re­mo said. “Flash a buck and you’ll have a thou­sand gu­rus over here to

    help you.”




    “You’re back to be­ing nasty,” Ter­ri said.




    “Some­thing about this coun­try brings out the beast in me,” Re­mo said.




    He strolled off, pick­ing his way through the cowchips, to­ward a bank of tele­phone booths

    on the far side of the ter­mi­nal.




    The first sev­en phones had di­al tones but no sign of sen­tient life on the oth­er end of

    the line. When Re­mo picked up the re­ceiv­er on the eighth phone, an op­er­ator an­swered him

    in­stant­ly.




    He gave her the 800-area-​code num­ber in the Unit­ed States.




    “That is won­der­ful,” the op­er­ator said.




    “What is?”




    “That you’re call­ing Amer­ica. I’ve nev­er placed a call to Amer­ica. Are you

    Amer­ican?”




    “Will it help me get my call through if I tell you yes?” Re­mo asked.




    “You don’t have to be sar­cas­tic. No won­der you Amer­icans are hat­ed around the

    world.”




    Re­mo be­gan to sing:




    “In the good old colony days, when we lived un­der the king, lived a butch­er and a bak­er

    and a lit­tle tai­lor . . . bring back the British.”




    “Viet­nam,” the op­er­ator yelled. “El Sal­vador.”




    “Cow­shit. Dirt,” Re­mo yelled back.




    “Racism. Colo­nial­ism,” the op­er­ator yelled.




    “Please,” Re­mo said, sur­ren­der­ing. “Just get my num­ber.”




    He leaned against the wall and wait­ed. He no­ticed a slight dark man, wear­ing a di­aper

    around his mid­sec­tion and a ter­rycloth tur­ban, stand­ing against the wall near the

    tele­phones, try­ing very hard not to be in­volved with Rerno, try­ing very hard not to look in

    Re­mo’s di­rec­tion, try­ing very hard not to be no­ticed. He had a small bale ofcot­ton

    along­side him. He picked it up and placed it on his head, moved a few steps along the wall,

    clos­er to Re­mo, then put the bale down on the floor again.




    Af­ter a lot of click­ing, Smith’s voice came on the phone. The op­er­ator said,

    “Im­pe­ri­al­ist pig call­ing you.”




    She clicked the phone loud­ly in Re­mo’s ear as she got off the line.




    “It’s Re­mo. We’re go­ing to Spain. Right, Smit­ty, Spain. Don’t ask me. She says Spain, we

    go to Spain. You’re the one who told me to do this. I know. The world de­pends on it. Right,

    right, right, right, right.”




    Af­ter Re­mo hung up, he walked over to the man in the tur­ban and di­aper who had just

    re­placed the cot­ton bale on his head. Re­mo re­ar­ranged it even more with a quick stroke of

    his hand, slam­ming the bale down around the man’s ears so he looked like a walk­ing so­fa

    cush­ion.




    “We’re go­ing to Spain,” Re­mo said. “Just ask. It’s not po­lite to eaves­drop.”




    They were the on­ly peo­ple in the plane’s first-​class sec­tion and Chi­un took his usu­al

    seat by the win­dow so that he could con­cen­trate on the wing and make sure it wasn’t falling

    off.




    While the plane was taxi­ing, he said, “You did well, Re­mo.”




    Re­mo and Ter­ri were sit­ting across the aisle.




    “Oh, how’s that?” asked Re­mo.




    “By not get­ting us on an Air In­dia plane. I would not fly any­thing ma­nip­ulat­ed by

    these sav­ages,” Chi­un said.




    “My hon­or,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded and turned back to the wing.




    “How can he be so nice some­times and so mean oth­er times?” Ter­ri asked Re­mo.




    “You think he’s bad now?” said Re­mo. “Wait un­til you learn street Ko­re­an and find out

    what he’s been say­ing be­hind your back.”




    When the plane was air­borne, a stew­ardess came from be­hind the gal­ley wall and looked

    over the first-​class sec­tion.




    When she saw Re­mo, she reached a hand up and opened two more but­tons on her blouse. She

    was a tall brunette, long-​legged and slim, and her can­dy-​striped blouse was pulled tight

    over a full bo­som.




    “That stew­ardess is look­ing at you.” Ter­ri sniffed at Re­mo.




    “Prob­ably she’s just try­ing to see to the end of her chest. Quite a set of chest,

    ac­tu­al­ly,” Re­mo said.




    “If you like cows,” Ter­ri said.




    “For two days, you’ve been telling me to love cows. Now, all of a sud­den, some­thing’s

    wrong with cows?”




    “You’re dis­gust­ing,” Ter­ri said.




    The stew­ardess came to their seat and leaned for­ward over Re­mo’s aisle seat so he could

    see in­to the dark val­ley of her cleav­age.




    “Can I get you any­thing, sir? Any­thing at all?”




    “I’ll have tea,” Ter­ri said.




    The stew­ardess ig­nored her. “Sir? Any­thing?” she asked Re­mo again.




    “No thank you,” Re­mo said.




    “Tea,” said Ter­ri.




    “Oh, come on,” the stew­ardess told Re­mo. “There must be some­thing you want. Maybe you’d

    like to see the gal­ley where we fix meals. It’s just up there. Come on. I’ll show it to you.”

    She took Re­mo’s hand but he ex­tri­cat­ed him­self from her grip.




    “No, that’s all right,” he said, smil­ing at her.




    “The wash­room,” she said. “You’d like to in­spect the wash­room. Come on.” She took his

    hand again. “I’ll show the wash­room to you. Show you how the door locks.”




    “No, thank you,” said Re­mo.




    “Tea,” said Ter­ri.




    “Come on,” the stew­ardess said. “There’s got to be some­thing you want.” She leaned over

    far­ther, ex­pos­ing more of her bo­som. Ter­ri turned away and looked out the win­dow in

    dis­gust.




    “Some­thing. Any­thing. I’ll get you a pil­low.”




    The stew­ardess reached in­to the over­head com­part­ment, stand­ing on tip­toe and

    press­ing her bel­ly against the side of Re­mo’s face as she root­ed around in the over­head

    lug­gage sec­tion. Re­mo turned to Ter­ri and shrugged help­less­ly. Ter­ri stuck out her

    tongue.




    The stew­ardess slipped the pil­low be­hind Re­mo’s head.




    “It’s a nice pil­low. Not as nice as the ones I have in my apart­ment, but all right. You

    should try the ones in my apart­ment. It’s all right. My room­mate’s out of town.”




    Re­mo said, “Thank you. Maybe some oth­er time.”




    Ter­ri said, “Tea.”




    “The stew­ardess said, “Here, let me brush those crumbs off your lap.”




    “I don’t have any crumbs on my iap.”




    “I’m sure I saw some. Right there.”




    The stew­ardess brushed Re­mo’s lap.




    Re­mo sighed and reached be­hind the young brunette, plac­ing his hand on her back, feel­ing

    the ver­te­brae of her spine.




    “It think it’s the fifth,” he mum­bled to him­self. “Fifth or sixth. Chi­un. Is it fifth or

    sixth?” he called out, as the stew­ardess con­tin­ued brush­ing his lap.




    “On a cow, it doesn’t mat­ter,” Chi­un snapped back, not turn­ing away from the win­dow.




    “Hooray for com­mon sense,” Ter­ri said.




    “Fifth,” Re­mo mum­bled. “I’m sure it’s fifth.” He pressed his left in­dex fin­ger in­to the

    flight at­ten­dant’s back. Her hands froze in po­si­tion on his lap and a look of

    tran­quil­li­ty came over her face.




    Re­mo touched her cheek with his hand.




    “Lat­er,” he said gen­tly. Care­ful­ly, he turned her around and gave her a tiny push down

    the aisle to­ward the front of the plane.




    As if she had no will of her own, she walked away, paus­ing to rest, lean­ing against a

    seat, then un­steadi­ly lurch­ing down the aisle.




    “That was aw­ful,” Ter­ri told Re­mo. She looked at the stew­ardess who was lean­ing against

    the bulk­head wall, her face wreathed in a smile. She seemed un­able to move.




    “What’d you do to her?” Ter­ri asked.




    “I just gave her some­thing to re­mem­ber me by. It was the on­ly way to get her off me. You

    saw.”




    “How did you do it?”




    “I don’t know. I touched a nerve. You want one?” Re­mo asked.




    “Keep your hands to your­self, you lech­er.”




    “Just ask­ing was all,” Re­mo said.




    Ter­ri watched the stew­ardess. She had been lean­ing with her back against the wall, and

    slow­ly her feet slid out from un­der her. In a mo­ment, she was sit­ting on the plane’s

    floor.




    “That’s in­cred­ible,” Ter­ri said.




    “It’s a pain in the ass is what it is,” Re­mo said. “Wom­en sense it and they just won’t

    leave me alone.”




    “I’ll leave you alone. You know, you don’t af­fect me at all. I don’t even re­al­ly like

    you.”




    “Oh?”




    “That’s right. Noth­ing. You do less than noth­ing for me. Zip code. My ide­al man is

    cul­tured, no­ble, re­gal.”




    “And my ide­al wom­an doesn’t have a loose up­per plate,” Re­mo said.




    Ter­ri har­rumphed, got up and stepped across Re­mo. She moved to the oth­er side of the

    aisle and sat next to Chi­un.




    Chi­un said, “I pre­fer to sit alone. Be gone, wom­an.” He spun around and clamped his gaze

    on the wing again.




    Ter­ri rose and moved to a seat be­hind Re­mo.




    He turned and smiled. “Wel­come to the club. When he abus­es you, he likes you.”




    “You must both love me then,” she said.




    “On­ly him,” Re­mo said.




    Smith reg­ular­ly awoke at 5:29 A.M., one minute be­fore his alarm was set to go off. Then

    he turnedthe clock off so that the ring would not dis­turb his wife.




    By this day, he awoke at 5:24 A.M., a full five min­utes ear­ly, and knew some­thing was

    wrong. He must have been dream­ing. But what was it about?




    Then he re­mem­bered. It wasn’t a dream. It had been a thought. The lu­natic he had been

    talk­ing to in the West some­where had been talk­ing about mo­tion pic­tures.




    Sud­den­ly, it all made sense-​his talk­ing about gross points, his maun­der­ing about how

    ev­ery­body was steal­ing from him.




    Some­how CURE’s records had got­ten in­to the in­for­ma­tion sys­tem of a moviemak­er. No …

    a writ­er, as Smith re­called the con­ver­sa­tion. Out there some­where was a writ­er with

    CURE’s records and now he was writ­ing a screen­play based on the ex­ploits of Re­mo and

    Chi­un.




    A small chill shud­dered through Smith’s body.




    “Are you all right, dear?” his wife asked in the dark­ness of their bed­room in a lit­tle

    ranch house in Rye, New York.




    “Yes. Why?”




    “You’re awake ear­ly,” she said.




    “Yes. I had an idea.”




    “How un­usu­al,” she said.




    “Sor­ry to dis­turb you, dear,” Smith said.




    “Oh, you didn’t dis­turb me.”




    “Go back to sleep, dear,” Smith said.




    “If you’re sure ev­ery­thing’s all right,” she said.




    “Ev­ery­thing’s all right.” Smith leaned over and pecked a kiss on his wife’s cheek, then

    quick­ly left the bed­room to dress.




    But Mrs. Smith knew some­thing was wrong, two min­utes lat­er, when the alarm sound­ed.

    Smith had for­got­ten to turn it off, and that was some­thing he hadn’t done in twen­ty

    years.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    His bags were flaw­less. The am­mu­ni­tion and aux­il­iary weapons were stashed neat­ly in

    lead-​lined cav­ities on the in­side of mock type­writ­ers and dic­tat­ing ma­chines, so the

    air­port’s ran­dom­ly used x-​ray equip­ment would show on­ly the fa­mil­iar shape of those

    or­di­nary ob­jects.




    But most of Com­man­der Hilton Mar­maduke Spencer’s ar­se­nal was on his body, built in­to

    his suit, his shoes, his sleeves, his belts.




    “How will you get past air­port se­cu­ri­ty?” Wis­sex had asked him.




    “The same way I es­caped from Moscow in 1964,” Spencer had said. “Did I ev­er tell you? I

    was”




    “Well, I re­al­ly have to go now,” Wis­sex said. “Good luck on your mis­sion.”




    “Luck has noth­ing to do with it, old top,” Spencer said.




    At Lon­don’s Heathrow Air­port, there was a long cor­ri­dor lead­ing to the wait­ing and

    board­ing area for Air Es­pana planes. On­ly pas­sen­gers were per­mit­ted past the hu­man

    x-​ray se­cu­ri­ty ma­chines that con­trolled the cor­ri­dor.Forty min­utes be­fore he

    was due to board, Spencer was at a cock­tail lounge in the air­port, wait­ing for some­one to

    ar­rive.




    “Stolich­naya, dou­ble,” he or­dered from the bar­tender.




    “How do you like it, sir?” the bar­tender asked.




    “Neat, of course,” Spencer said. “And bring the pep­per.”




    When the bar­tender came, he set the large shot glass in front of Spencer, along with the

    pep­per shak­er. Spencer sprin­kled some of the spice on top of the liquor. The pep­per grains

    float­ed there for a few mo­ments, then slow­ly set­tled to the bot­tom of the glass.




    Spencer looked up at the bar­tender and smiled. “The on­ly way to drink vod­ka, don’t you

    know,” he said. “The pep­per takes out the im­pu­ri­ties and car­ries them to the bot­tom of

    the drink. What’s left is pure vod­ka. I’ve al­ways drunk it that way.”




    “I see it all the time,” the bar­tender said in a bored voice. “I read about it once in a

    James Bond book. Even Yanks do it now.”




    “Un­til I told him about it,” Spencer said fros­ti­ly, “that man who wrote about James Bond

    used to drink his vod­ka with Co­ca Co­la.” His eyes de­fied the bar­tender to ar­gue with him,

    but the man just drift­ed off to­ward an­oth­er cus­tomer.




    Spencer nursed his drink for about ten min­utes un­til the man he had been wait­ing for

    showed up. The man was Spencer’s size and wore an iden­ti­cal blue pin­stripe suit with a red

    hand­ker­chief in the lapel. Like Spencer, he had a rust-​col­ored mus­tache and he wore an

    ecru-​col­ored Pana­ma straw hat. Stand­ing along­side Spencer in the dark­enedbar, they

    looked like twins or an ac­tor and his stunt dou­ble.




    “Are you ready?” Spencer asked.




    “As I’ll ev­er be, Com­man­der,” the oth­er man said.




    “Syn­chro­nize watch­es,” Spencer said. “Two forty-​three and forty sec­onds. Forty-​two.

    Forty-​four.”




    “Got it,” the oth­er man said.




    “All right,” Spencer said. “At ex­act­ly 2:47, we move.”




    “Righto.”




    “Here’s the tick­et,” Spencer said. He hand­ed the oth­er man his air­line tick­et and the

    man strolled off down the cor­ri­dor to­ward the Air Es­pana load­ing gates.




    Spencer drained the last of his vod­ka, care­ful not to dis­turb the pep­per at the glass’s

    bot­tom, which he knew was now con­tam­inat­ed with fu­el oil. He thought about leav­ing the

    bar­tender a tip, but de­cid­ed not to. Let his Yank friends who drank vod­ka and pep­per leave

    him a tip. Spencer picked up his thin ny­lon gym­na­si­um-​style bag and stepped in­to the

    men’s room next to the bar. In­side one of the toi­let stalls, he took from the ny­lon bag a

    long doc­tor’s robe, which he put on over his suit. A pair of dark wrap-​around sun­glass­es

    cov­ered his eyes. From the bot­tom of the ny­lon bag came a worn brown leather doc­tor’s

    satchel.




    Spencer rolled up the ny­lon gym bag and stuck it in­side the waist­band of his trousers. He

    checked his watch. Two forty-​six and thir­ty-​five sec­onds.




    Al­most time.




    He stepped out of the men’s room, just as the dig­ital click­er of his watch reg­is­tered

    the full minute.




    Two forty-​sev­en.




    He heard a scream from down the Air Es­pana cor­ri­dor. He ran to­ward the sound. Ahead of

    him, a group of peo­ple were clus­tered to­geth­er.




    “Let me through,” Spencer called out in a heavy Ger­man ac­cent. “I am a doc­tor. Let me

    through.”




    He ran past the x-​ray de­tec­tor ma­chines and pushed his way through the crowd un­til he

    was next to the man with the red mus­tache. The man was ly­ing on the floor, gasp­ing for

    breath, his hands clutch­ing his chest.




    Pro­fes­sion­al­ly, Spencer knelt along­side the man and felt his pulse.




    “Very se­ri­ous,” he said. “I vill need room to work. Stand back. All of you. Schnell.”




    He hoist­ed the man in­to his arms and walked along the cor­ri­dor to­ward the planes, then

    pushed his way through the door of the first men’s room he reached.




    It was va­cant and the oth­er mus­tached man quick­ly got to his feet. Spencer leaned

    against the door, keep­ing it closed, as he stripped off his doc­tor’s robe. The oth­er man put

    it on, along with Spencer’s wrap-​around sun­glass­es. He tucked Spencer’s ny­lon gym bag in­to

    his waist­band, turned, and glanced at him­self in the mir­ror.




    “Pret­ty neat if I do say so my­self,” he said. Spencer checked him­self in the mir­ror on

    the back of the door. He heard peo­ple thump­ing out­side.




    “All right,” he said. “Let’s go. Ooops, the tick­et.” The man now wear­ing the doc­tor’s

    cos­tume hand­ed Spencer the Air Es­pana tick­et and then led the way through the door.




    With the same thick Ger­man ac­cent Spencerhad used, he said, “Ev­ery­thing isss all

    right. Lucky I vas here. Just a piece of can­dy stuck in ze throat. Lucky I vas here. I fixed

    him up all right.”




    Quick­ly, the man in the doc­tor’s smock walked away. The eyes of the crowd fol­lowed him as

    Spencer stepped from the men’s room and walked over to the Air Es­pana counter, where he got a

    board­ing pass, then took a seat and buried his face in a mag­azine.




    Three min­utes lat­er, the pas­sen­gers were board­ing, and five min­utes lat­er, his arms

    and legs wrapped with guns and rock­ets and knives and bombs, Com­man­der Hilton Mar­maduke

    Spencer was sprawled com­fort­ably in a win­dow seat in the plane’s first-​class cab­in.




    It had been a while, he thought, since he had an in­ter­est­ing as­sign­ment from Wis­sex.

    And these two, the Yank and the old Ori­en­tal, might be in­ter­est­ing. Eigh­teen men had

    al­ready died try­ing to re­move them. It might be fun.




    Eigh­teen dead. It did not both­er him. None of those eigh­teen had been Brits. Wait un­til

    the Yank and the Chink ran up against British steel.




    He smiled, and the faint pound­ing be­gan again in­side his tem­ples.




    The union of mo­tion pic­tures au­thors had been no help to Smith.




    “I’m look­ing for a screen­writ­er,” he had said, and the wom­an who had an­swered the phone

    had said, “Pick one. We’ve got sev­en thou­sand mem­bers.”




    “This one would prob­ably have a word pro­ces­sor or com­put­er,” Smith said.




    “That nar­rows it down to six thou­sand nine hun­dred,” the wom­an said. “It’s a great

    ex­cuse not to work. They can’t write movies but they sure as hell can play Pac-​man. Got any

    more clues?”




    “Maybe he’s do­ing a script on Ori­en­tal as­sas­sins,” Smith said hope­ful­ly.




    “Not a chance,” the wom­an said.




    “Why not?”




    “No­body’s do­ing as­sas­sins. Chop­sa­ki. The movies nev­er gross any­thing. Bruce Lee is

    dead but he was dead at the box of­fice long be­fore he died. Afraid I can’t help you.” And she

    hung up.




    And that was it. Smith re­al­ized that he had no choice ex­cept to wait for the lu­natic to

    call him again. The tele­phone rang.




    “Smith here.”




    “You know who this is,” the voice said.




    “Yes,” said Smith. “Ex­cept I don’t have a name to put with the voice.”




    “That’s all right. No mat­ter what you call it, a rose is a rose.”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly, you’re the prod­uct of a clas­si­cal ed­uca­tion,” Smith said.




    “You know,” said Bar­ry Schweid, “I don’t re­al­ly trust you.”




    “I thought we were get­ting along fine,” Smith said.




    “We’ll see when our ne­go­ti­ations go on,” Schweid said.




    “What ne­go­ti­ations? I gave you ev­ery­thing you asked for.”




    “That’s why I don’t trust you. What kind of pro­duc­er are you any­way? I ask for 250 and

    you give me 250. What kind of crap is that? I ask forten points and I get ten points.

    Gross points. Mar­lon Bran­do don’t get points that easy and he want­ed to play Su­per­man’s

    fa­ther in a suit­case.”




    Crazy, Smith thought. Hol­ly­wood had got­ten to this one’s brain, who­ev­er he was. There

    was noth­ing left. What was he go­ing to ask for now?




    “Well, what is it you want?” Smith said.




    “I’ve been giv­ing it a lot of thought. I want three hun­dred fifty thou­sand and thir­teen

    points.”




    Smith hes­itat­ed a mo­ment. If he of­fered it, what would this mad­man want next? He

    thought for a split sec­ond, then re­vert­ed to his tight-​fist­ed New Eng­land roots.




    He slammed his fist on the desk.




    “Not a chance,” he shout­ed. “That’s it. No three hun­dred fifty and no thir­teen points.

    And no two hun­dred fifty or ten points ei­ther. The of­fer’s now two hun­dred and eight

    points. Take it or leave it. You’ve got five sec­onds. One. Two”




    “Hold on; wait.”




    “No wait,” Smith snarled. “I’m not go­ing to be jerked around for­ev­er. Three. Four.

    Five”




    “Okay, okay,” whined Bar­ry Schweid. “You got a deal. Two hun­dred and eight points. I’ll

    throw in a free rewrite. Don’t tell the union.”




    “I don’t know,” Smith said. “It’s a lot of mon­ey.”




    “One-​nine­ty. I’ll take one-​nine­ty.”




    “Okay,” Smith said af­ter a pause, “now who the hell are you? You’re not play­ing games with

    me any­more.”




    “All right. I’m Bar­ry Schweid.”




    “Ad­dress and phone num­ber. My lawyers will need it,” Smith said.




    Schweid rat­tled off the num­bers and said, “Idon’t know much about you, you know.

    Just who are you?”




    “The per­son who’s go­ing to pay you one-​nine­ty and eight points. I want that script in my

    hands the day af­ter to­mor­row.” Smith gave him the num­ber of a postal box in Man­hat­tan.

    “With­out fail. You got it?”




    “Now you sound like a pro­duc­er,” said Schweid. “It’ll be there.”




    “And I don’t want a lot of copies float­ing around ei­ther,” Smith said, and then hung

    up.




    As he hung up the tele­phone, Smith smiled. Maybe he should start treat­ing Re­mo that way.

    It might be more ef­fec­tive than try­ing to rea­son with him. It was a thought he de­cid­ed to

    hold for a while.




    And three thou­sand miles away, Bar­ry Schweid re­placed his tele­phone re­ceiv­er. By

    try­ing to ne­go­ti­ate on his own, he had cost him­self six­ty thou­sand dol­lars and two

    points.




    It wasn’t fair. Pro­duc­ers were al­ways tak­ing ad­van­tage of writ­ers. He de­cid­ed he

    need­ed help, and the longer he thought, the more sure he was that he had ex­act­ly the right

    peo­ple to deal with one thiev­ing pro­duc­er.




    Two thiev­ing pro­duc­ers.




    Bindle and Marmel­stein.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    The crowd sound­ed far away, but when they shout­ed “Ole,” even the walls seemed to

    vi­brate.




    Re­mo groused, “This is get­ting ab­surd. Can’t you take us any­place with­out cows?” but

    Ter­ri an­swered on­ly with an an­noyed “Shh­hhh.”




    She was walk­ing through a dark­ened tun­nel, play­ing a flash­light on the walls. The on­ly

    oth­er il­lu­mi­na­tion carne from a sin­gle small light­bulb fixed to the stone ceil­ing of

    the tun­nel thir­ty yards be­hind them and from a thin sliv­er of sun­light that snaked in

    un­der some kind of large wood­en door twen­ty yards in front of them.




    “Ole! Ole!” The crowd roared again.




    “It’s here some­where,” Ter­ri said in ex­as­per­ation, wav­ing the flash­light an­gri­ly

    along the sweat­ing stone walls. The air was musty, filled with sour damp­ness and the sweet

    de­cay­ing an­imal smell that re­mind­ed Re­mo of ham­burg­ers. From back in the days when he

    was able to eat ham­burg­ers.




    Re­mo no­ticed that Chi­un, stand­ing along­side the wom­an, was rub­bing the toe of his

    san­dal in the white pow­der de­posits on the stone floor, which years of damp­ness had washed

    from the tun­nel’s lime­stone walls. Chi­un’s toe scored the pow­der along the base of the

    walls, as if he were idly mark­ing time, but Re­mo could tell, by the con­cen­trat­ed hunch of

    Chi­un’s shoul­ders, that he was not idling.




    As Ter­ry Pom­fret con­tin­ue to play her light on the walls, feel­ing the stone with her

    free hand, look­ing for some­thing, any­thing, Chi­un turned away to the oth­er side of the

    tun­nel and be­gan to ex­am­ine the pow­der on the floor there.




    Toe pushed through the pow­der. Step. Toe again through the pow­der.




    Re­mo was bored. He slumped down in­to a sit­ting po­si­tion on the floor. The wall was cold

    and un­yield­ing against his back and he felt its damp­ness through his thin black t-​shirt. He

    watched Ter­ri wan­der­ing around, shin­ing her light, and Chi­un wan­der­ing around, drag­ging

    his toe, and re­al­ized he was tired. Tired of the as­sign­ments, tired of the trav­el, tired

    of the same damn dull­ness of it all. He tried to think back to the days, so many years ago,

    be­fore he had be­come one with Sinan­ju.




    He had nev­er thought of be­ing an as­sas­sin then. He had been just a cop, his head filled

    with cop’s ideas and cop’s goals and cop’s am­bi­tions, most of which in­volved stay­ing alive,

    not let­ting the bas­tards put a bul­let in your bel­ly, and get­ting out at age 55 af­ter

    twen­ty years min­imum ser­vice and spend­ing the rest of his life fish­ing. He nev­er even

    thought of as­sas­sins and didn’t know that they ex­ist­ed.




    But sup­pose he had thought about be­ing anas­sas­sin, what would he have thought?

    That it was an ex­cit­ing glam­orous life? The spies who came in from the cold? James Bond with

    ex­plod­ing suit­cas­es and poi­son pel­lets and a li­cense to kill? One-​man bat­tles against

    the Mafia? Wom­en sniff­ing around?




    And what was the truth?




    It was all of those things and none of them. It was Smith, al­ways with a new as­sign­ment

    for him, al­ways wor­ry­ing about the end of the world, the end of civ­iliza­tion as we know

    it, the end of CURE. And Re­mo would grum­ble and take the as­sign­ment and al­most all the

    as­sign­ments were wait, wait, wait. A few min­utes of ex­er­cise and then more wait­ing. On­ly

    the ex­er­cise, the chance to use his skills, kept him hap­py and busy. The wait­ing just made

    him bored.




    He watched Chi­un push his toe through the dust.




    Was Chi­un bored too? Had thou­sands of years of Mas­ters of Sinan­ju spent their lives in

    bore­dom and des­per­ation, wish­ing some­thing, any­thing, would hap­pen?




    No. It was the dif­fer­ence be­tween Chi­un and him­self; the dif­fer­ence be­tween the

    re­al Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and the young Amer­ican who would some­day be the next reign­ing

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un could take each day as it came, each part of life as it hap­pened, his be­ing filled

    with an in­ner peace and kind­ness that came from know­ing who and what he was. Re­mo was still

    un­sure, con­fused, torn be­tween the worlds of the West where he was born and the East where

    his spir­it nowlived. But Chi­un was at rest with him­self, and it made Re­mo en­vy his

    peace­ful com­po­sure.




    Chi­un, still shuf­fling his feet through the lime­stone pow­der, had reached Re­mo. His

    san­daled foot touched Re­mo’s.




    “Move your feet, re­tard,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo looked down. His feet were in Chi­un’s way.




    So much for in­ner peace, Re­mo thought. Give me con­fu­sion ev­ery time.




    Chi­un kicked him to make him move his feet.




    Com­man­der Spencer was among the first pas­sen­gers to leave the plane in Madrid, but he

    had stopped short in­side the board­ing area when he saw an­oth­er met­al de­tec­tor he would

    have to pass through.




    He had no more mock doc­tors up his sleeve, but he al­lowed him­self a smile when he thought

    of what he ac­tu­al­ly had up his sleeves: two heat-​seek­ing portable mis­siles, de­signed for

    hand fir­ing.




    He turned back to the ramp to re­board the plane. The last pas­sen­gers were leav­ing,

    giv­ing the oblig­atory thanks to a male flight at­ten­dant of spu­ri­ous good­will and

    in­de­ter­mi­nate sex­ual pref­er­ence, whose pri­ma­ry con­tri­bu­tion to the flight’s

    bon­homie was to refuse any­one who asked a sec­ond bag of peanuts.




    Spencer brushed by him.




    “Left some­thing on my seat,” he said apolo­get­ical­ly.




    “Some­one al­ways does,” the stew­ard sniffed.




    Spencer went to­ward the back of the plane, past his seat and in­to the small re­stroom

    where helocked the door, leaned against the sink, pre­pared him­self and wait­ed.




    Five min­utes lat­er, the stew­ard knocked on the door.




    “Are you in there? You re­al­ly shouldn’t be in there. There are re­strooms in the air­port

    ter­mi­nal. I must ask you to leave the plane now.”




    The re­stroom door opened and a strong arm reached out and yanked the stew­ard in­side.




    With one smooth mo­tion, Spencer cut his throat, then leaned the dy­ing body over the sink,

    so that the blood from the wound would run in­to the sink and not down on­to the stew­ard’s

    uni­form.




    Cramped in the close quar­ters, Spencer stripped the stew­ard’s uni­form.




    “Bloody look like bleed­ing pi­lots they do,” he mum­bled to him­self. The uni­form was not

    much of a fit, par­tic­ular­ly over his blue pin­striped suit. But it would do.




    He opened the door and peered out. The pas­sen­ger cab­in was emp­ty. He shut the door

    be­hind him, ripped the lid from one of the pas­sen­ger seat’s ash­trays and jammed it as a

    wedge in­to the base of the door. It wouldn’t keep any­one out, but it would hold long enough

    to con­vince some­body that a tool kit was need­ed to fix the re­cal­ci­trant door. By that

    time, Spencer would be gone.




    A few mo­ments lat­er, he fell in with a group of blond stew­ardess­es who had just got­ten

    off a Pan-​Amer­ican plane. He lis­tened to them chat­ter in some dog­bark ac­cent about the

    best places in Madrid to snare rich men. They all walked past the air­port’s met­al de­tec­tor

    and Spencer waved to theyoung wom­an on du­ty there. She smiled back at




    him and winked.




    Bor­ing, he thought. It was all so dead­ly bor­ing. He hoped that the Yank and the Chink

    would at least be a mod­er­ate chal­lenge, some­thing to lift his flag­ging in­ter­est.




    “Young wom­an, it is here,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo saw Chi­un stand­ing in front of a sec­tion of wall that looked to Re­mo no

    dif­fer­ent from any oth­er sec­tion. Ter­ri, thir­ty feet away, hur­ried down to Chi­un.




    She shone the flash­light on the sec­tion of wall and said, “I don’t see anyth . . . oh,

    there. Un­der the dirt.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un.




    With a hand­ker­chief from her back pock­et, Ter­ri be­gan to rub away at the grit­ty grime

    on the wall. Re­mo saw the first faint glim­mer­ing of gold be­gin to ap­pear, re­flect­ing

    dul­ly in the beam of her flash­light.




    Chi­un backed away, to­ward Re­mo, to watch.




    “How’d you know it was there?” Re­mo asked.




    “The pow­der on the ground.”




    “Yeah? What about it?” Re­mo asked.




    “You are re­al­ly dense some­times,” said Chi­un. “There was not as much of it there as

    else­where.”




    “What does that prove?”




    “Is it not enough that I found the gold­en plaque? Must I be sub­ject­ed al­ways to this

    mer­ci­less cross-​ex­am­ina­tion?” Chi­un said.




    “I just want to un­der­stand how you think,” Re­mo said. “That’s not mer­ci­less. Ex­cept to

    me.”




    “It is in­tru­sive,” Chi­un said. “Ev­ery­thing is there for you to see. Why do you not see

    it?”




    “Be­cause I don’t know what I’m sup­posed to see,” Re­mo said.




    “And if a man with his eyes screwed tight­ly closed asks what col­or the sky is and some­one

    tells him, does that mean he can see the next sky with his eyes still closed?” asked

    Chi­un.




    “I don’t know what the hell that means,” said Re­mo.




    “That is your prob­lem, Re­mo. That is al­ways your prob­lem and it is why you will nev­er

    amount to any­thing. You do not know what any­thing means.”




    “I’m not that bad. You’re just ticked off be­cause that Jap didn’t have a Space In­vaders

    game for you to play.”




    “Yes, you are that bad. But be­cause it will be the on­ly way I will ev­er have any peace on

    this earth, I will ex­plain it to you. There is less of that lime pow­der on the wall here than

    there is any­where else. What does that mean?”




    “Prob­ably that some­thing dis­turbed it,” Re­mo said. “Some­how re­moved the pow­der.”




    “Cor­rect. Now since that is the on­ly place in this god­for­sak­en tun­nel that is

    dif­fer­ent, is it not rea­son­able to ex­pect that there is a rea­son for its be­ing

    dif­fer­ent? A rea­son such as that plaque be­ing on the wall?”




    “I guess that’s log­ical,” Re­mo al­lowed.




    “But that’s not all,” Chi­un said.




    “It nev­er is,” Re­mo said.




    “Why would that plaque be­ing there …” Chi­un point­ed to the wall where Ter­ri Pom­fret,

    obliv­iousto both of them, had fin­ished scrub­bing the en­caked dirt from the gold­en

    plaque, “… Cause any change in the amount of pow­der there?” Chi­un point­ed to the floor at

    Ter­ri’s feet.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo said.




    “What?”




    “Damned if I know,” said Re­mo. “Or care.”




    “You are hope­less,” Chi­un said and walked away down the tun­nel.




    And be­cause he didn’t want Chi­un to think he was hope­less, Re­mo tried to think, re­al­ly

    think, about the sig­nif­icance of less pow­der on the floor. What could it mean? Had some­one

    re­moved the pow­der? But why had they re­moved it in that spot? If they had, didn’t it mean

    that some­one knew the plaque was there?




    He tried to think about it but his mind kept drift­ing away. Even in the semi­dark­ness of

    the tun­nel, he could see clear­ly be­cause his eyes opened wide, like a cat’s, to pull in

    ev­ery mote of avail­able light. It was a mat­ter of sim­ple mus­cu­lar con­trol to one of

    Sinan­ju, a thing that even cheap cam­eras and binoc­ulars were able to do, but that most

    peo­ple, whose eyes con­tained the most bril­liant­ly de­vised lens­es ev­er seen on earth,

    found im­pos­si­ble to im­itate.




    With his light-​ab­sorb­ing vi­sion, he watched Ter­ri Pom­fret’s rear end jig­gle as she

    scrubbed away at the plaque and he soon for­got to think about the plaque and pleas­ant­ly

    thought about Ter­ri’s rear end.




    He felt no guilt. It had of­ten been his ex­pe­ri­ence that when he tried to think about

    things, he could nev­er think his way through them, but when heal­lowed him­self to

    for­get them, then the an­swer to the prob­lem of­ten jumped in­to his mind of its own ac­cord.

    As if it were just wait­ing there, ready to solve it­self, but it just wouldn’t do it un­til he

    stopped both­er­ing jt’.




    Maybe that would hap­pen now and he would im­press Chi­un. But it wouldn’t hap­pen if he

    kept star­ing at Ter­ri Pom­fret’s rear end, clad tight­ly in fad­ed blue den­ims whose

    soft­ness seemed on­ly to hint at the soft­ness un­der them, whose vel­vet tex­ture he could

    al­most feel un­der his fin­gers, whose. . . .




    He con­cen­trat­ed on the lime­stone pow­der on the floor. He saw Chi­un com­ing back down

    the tun­nel to­ward them. And he heard Ter­ri say, “Oooohh­hh.” It was a long, sad,

    dis­ap­point­ed sound and when she turned to face Reino, her face was sit­ting Shi­va.




    “What’s the mat­ter?” he said.




    “It isn’t here,” she said.




    “What’s new?” Re­mo said. “It hasn’t been any­where we’ve gone.”




    “This is new,” Ter­ri said. “It’s not here and it’s not any­where.”




    Bull­fights were re­al­ly rather dull. Oh, per­haps they were all right for Span­ish

    hea­then who liked to see minia­ture men in tights and bal­let shoes danc­ing around in front

    of a dumb beast, but some­how it left Spencer’s blood un­moved.




    “Ole, in­deed,” he mut­tered to him­self. The crowd hushed as the mata­dor drew the short

    curved sword from un­der the mule­ta. Slow­ly, hold­ing the small cape at waist height and

    peer­ing down the length of the sword which he held near his shoul­der, thetorero

    ad­vanced on the poor con­fused bull, which stood in the mid­dle of the are­na, bleed­ing,

    sweat­ing, tor­ment­ed. If the beast had had a brain to won­der with, he would be won­der­ing

    why he was be­ing taunt­ed by this young jackrab­bit, Spencer thought, even as the bull, with

    the brav­ery born of stu­pid­ity, charged the red cape one more time and the mata­dor plunged

    the curved blade down be­hind the bull’s neck, and rolled off to the left to es­cape the bull’s

    right horn. The blade curved down, sev­er­ing the spinal cord and pierc­ing a lung be­fore

    cut­ting in­to the beast’s gi­ant heart.




    The bull stopped lead­en­ly in its tracks, and then, like a news­reel film of an ex­plod­ed

    build­ing col­laps­ing, seemed to come apart in sec­tions. First it dropped to its knees and

    then its rear legs col­lapsed and then it coughed, a hack­ing spray of blood that spot­ted the

    sand for fif­teen feet in front of his body, and then it pitched on­to its side and qui­et­ly,

    hero­ical­ly, stupid­ly died.




    The crowd leaped to its feet cheer­ing for the torero who now strut­ted around the ring,

    look­ing up at the spec­ta­tors, wav­ing his hat to the ladies, cu­ri­ous­ly minc­ing in his

    walk, as the fans shout­ed their ap­proval of his brav­ery in the face of death.




    And Com­man­der Hilton Mar­maduke Spencer, O.G., K.L.M., D.S.C., thought it was all kind of

    dis­gust­ing and point­less, fit on­ly for the brutish un­washed, and got up from his chair and

    start­ed down­stairs to kill peo­ple.




    Tern looked away from Re­mo to Chi­un. “It says there’s no gold,” she said. She turned

    backto­ward the plaque and il­lu­mi­nat­ed it with the flash light in her hand. “It

    says”




    Chi­un spoke soft­ly. “It says ‘Look no fur­ther. The gold is no more. You will not find

    it.’ “




    Ter­ri wheeled around. “How did you know?”




    “It was many years ago,” Chi­un said, “in the time of the Mas­ter Hup To. He came to Hamidia

    to do some­thing for the chief of the gold­en peo­ple there. That mas­ter learned the lan­guage

    of the peo­ple and mas­ters pass these things along.” He looked at Re­mo. “Ex­cept some

    mas­ters who are so un­for­tu­nate as to have no one to pass wis­dom along to. The life of some

    is spent in hav­ing to shout in­to cracks in moun­tains, wish­ing they were ears.”




    “I’ve got it,” Re­mo yelled.




    “Keep it,” Chi­un said.




    Ter­ri asked Chi­un, “Why didn’t you tell me you read an­cient Hamid­ian?”




    “Be­cause it was not nec­es­sary. You have trans­lat­ed all cor­rect­ly and have missed

    noth­ing. Un­til now,” Chi­un said.




    “No, I’ve re­al­ly got it,” Re­mo yelled again. He got to his feet.




    “Be qui­et,” Ter­ri said. She asked Chi­un, “What have I missed?”




    Do you not no­tice some­thing strange about the carv­ings that made these let­ters?” Chi­un

    asked.




    “No,” Ter­ri an­swered slow­ly. “They’re all the same. Wait.”




    “That’s it,” Re­mo said, “they’re all the same.” He talked fast so no one would in­ter­rupt.

    “They’re all the same be­cause they were all writ­ten by the same per­son. That’s why there’s

    less pow­der onthe ground un­der the plaque. Be­cause some­body dis­turbed it when he

    came here to hang the plaque. That’s why. It was prob­ably the same guy who hung the plaques

    all over. That’s how it was. I fig­ured it out. Me.” He looked at Chi­un, who ig­nored him and

    looked at Ter­ri. Then Re­mo looked at Ter­ri, who ig­nored him to look at Chi­un.




    Ter­ri said, “The writ­ing’s ex­act­ly the same. That shouldn’t be. There should be

    dif­fer­ences if the plaques were en­graved by dif­fer­ent peo­ple at dif­fer­ent times. They

    were all writ­ten by just one per­son.”




    “Ex­act­ly,” Chi­un said.




    “You knew,” Ter­ri said.




    “On­ly when I felt the edges of the writ­ing here,” Chi­un said. “Along the straight lines

    of the en­grav­ing, there is a nick. It comes from a flaw in the chis­el used to cut it. There

    was the same flaw in the oth­er plaques. Writ­ten by the same man, with the same tool, at the

    same time.”




    “I fig­ured it out,” Re­mo said. “I fig­ured it out.”




    “Who cares?” Ter­ri snapped at him. “Prob­ably done in one place at one time,” she told

    Chi­un.




    “Cor­rect,” the old man said. “No one could have trav­eled that far to en­grave plaques all

    over the world. Not in an­cient days. The Hamid­ian boats were just too slow. They were made

    for car­go, and there is a say­ing in Sinan­ju that when of­fered a Hamid­ian voy­age, one is

    bet­ter off swim­ming be­cause it is faster.”




    “I knew it,” Re­mo said. “I knew it.” He touched Chi­un’s shoul­der. “It was the pow­der on

    the ground,” he said. “Some­body moved it when he was hang­ing this plaque.”




    Chi­un con­tin­ued to look at Ter­ri, whose face was il­lu­mi­nat­ed in the glow of the

    flash­light she held at her waist.




    “But why?” Ter­ri asked. “Why would some­body go to all the trou­ble and ex­pense of

    forg­ing these plaques for us to find?”




    “Be­cause some­one wants us to do just what we have been do­ing,” Chi­un said. “There is

    an­oth­er thing al­so. There have al­ways been sto­ries of moun­tains of gold. But there has

    nev­er been found a moun­tain of gold.”




    Ter­ri shook her head. “Who wants us to do what we are do­ing? I don’t un­der­stand.”




    They were in­ter­rupt­ed by the sound of a trum­pet, play­ing the Span­ish march of the

    in­vi­ta­tion to the bull.




    Then be­hind them, they heard an­oth­er sound. There was the noise of heavy hooves and the

    ug­ly snort­ing sound of an en­raged bull; and then the beast, a whole half-​ton of him,

    stomped around the far cor­ner of the tun­nel. He stopped un­der the bare light bulb. His eyes,

    fixed on the three hu­mans, were nar­rowed and malev­olent. Heavy breath came from his

    nos­trils, its hot mois­ture cre­at­ing lit­tle puffs of fog in the damp tun­nel. His tail

    swished back and forth.




    “Oh, crap,” Ter­ri said.




    “Big Mac is here,” said Re­mo.




    Sev­er­al wom­en smiled warm­ly at Com­man­der Spencer as he walked down the bleach­er steps

    of the Plaza de Toros. He brushed against one wom­an and mur­mured an apol­ogy.




    “Senor, you can bump me any­time,” she said, her doe-​eyes flash­ing at him.




    “Per­haps lat­er,” Spencer said, with­out break­ing stride. His mind was not on wom­en. His

    mind was on the game. The quar­ry wait­ed and he was the hunter.




    The tiny puls­es in his tem­ple were be­gin­ning to throb again.




    The bull stood his ground. Re­mo, Chi­un, and Ter­ri looked at the big an­imal, then

    sud­den­ly, the tun­nel be­hind them was bathed in bright light. Re­mo glanced over his

    shoul­der. The gi­ant doors be­hind them lead­ing to the sun­lit are­na had been opened, and

    stand­ing in the cen­ter of the sand-​floored are­na, framed in the rect­an­gle of the door­way

    as if it were a cam­era viewfind­er, were a mata­dor and two pi­cadors on horse­back.




    Re­mo looked back at the bull and Chi­un said, “Re­mo, please dis­pose of that thing.”




    “You nev­er showed me how to do bulls.”




    “You can’t see things. You can’t do bulls. What good are you?” Chi­un asked.




    “I’m good in bed,” Re­mo said.




    “Will you two stop bick­er­ing and do some­thing about that beast?” Ter­ri said.




    Re­mo stepped for­ward in the tun­nel and called out, “Heyyyy, toro.” He turned to Ter­ri.

    “How do you like that? I saw it once in an An­tho­ny Quinn movie.”




    Ter­ri turned to­ward the sun­lit en­trance to the tun­nel. “I’m get­ting out of here,” she

    said, but Chi­un reached out, took her arm and stopped her.




    “We do not know what is out there. Some­onebrought us here. Some­one may wait out

    there for you.”




    “Damned if I do and damned if I don’t,” Ter­ri said, just as the bull charged.




    Spencer was in the front row of seats, just be­hind the high wood­en fence. He put a hand

    atop the thick wood­en boards and light­ly vault­ed over the rail, drop­ping the eight feet

    in­to the sand of the are­na be­low.




    The crowd saw him and let out a sur­prised hiss, then be­gan chat­ter­ing ner­vous­ly to

    them­selves as Spencer marched across the sand to­ward the open doors of the tun­nel.




    The mata­dor ran up to stop him, but with­out break­ing stride the En­glish­man back­hand­ed

    him across the face and he dropped in­to the sand as if felled with an axe. Then the

    En­glish­man in the dark-​blue suit reached the tun­nel en­trance and stepped in­side.




    Re­mo was show­ing off. The bull had pulled up in its charge and Re­mo had dropped down on

    his knees so that his nose touched that of the gi­ant crea­ture.




    From the side of his mouth, Re­mo said to Ter­ri, “Wheeew, some breath. How do you like

    this?”




    But Ter­ri did not an­swer. An­oth­er voice did, a man’s voice. Spencer stood in the

    arch­way, and said with a voice sur­pris­ing­ly de­void of mal­ice, “Not bad, Yank. Too bad you

    won’t have time to pur­sue it as a ca­reer.”




    With one smooth mo­tion, Spencer slipped offhis jack­et and dropped it on­to the floor

    of the tun­nel, then pulled the doors shut be­hind him.




    Strapped to each shirt-​sleeve was a thin, eight-​inch-​long bomb that looked like a

    fire­works rock­et. Spencer peeled one from the snap hold­er around his left fore­arm, then

    laid it over his arm and aimed it down the tun­nel to­ward Re­mo. He twist­ed a small pin at

    the back of the mis­sile and with a whoosh­ing hiss, it flamed off down the tun­nel.




    Re­mo rose and turned, but he had no time to raise his arms or re­act to the weapon. Be­fore

    it struck him, Chi­un flashed across in front of Re­mo, his yel­low robe a blur­ring fuzzy sun

    in the semilit tun­nel. The side of his hand touched the rock­et and it soared over Re­mo’s

    shoul­der to ex­plode against the rear wall of the tun­nel.




    With­out look­ing, Re­mo reached be­hind him and rapped the bull be­tween the eyes with the

    side of his hand.




    “Go to sleep, Fer­di­nand,” he said. The bull moaned and fell on­to its side, un­con­scious.

    Re­mo took a step to­ward the En­glish­man in the door­way, but Spencer had al­ready ripped the

    sec­ond mis­sile loose from his right fore­arm. Chi­un grabbed Ter­ri and ran down the tun­nel

    and Re­mo fol­lowed.




    Be­hind him, he heard the high-​pitched sound of Spencer’s vi­cious laugh­ter.




    Chi­un hissed, “I know these boom-​shoot­ers. They seek out the heat of the hu­man

    body.”




    They passed un­der the small light bulb that il­lu­mi­nat­ed the far end of the tun­nel. A

    thick iron door blocked their way out of the maze which wan­dered un­der the are­na’s stands.

    When they turned, their backs to the stone wall, Spencer wasmov­ing to­ward them. He

    stepped over the un­con­scious downed bull.




    “Just step to­ward me, Missie,” Spencer said to Ter­ri. “I don’t want to have to hurt you,

    you know.”




    Ter­ri said, nod­ding dumb­ly, “I un­der­stand.”




    Re­mo said, “You un­der­stand? He’s try­ing to kill us and you un­der­stand? La­dy, put your

    oars in the wa­ter.”




    Re­mo looked to­ward Chi­un. He knew the two of them could take off through the iron door

    and es­cape but Ter­ri would be too slow, too vul­ner­able. Their flee­ing would cost her her

    life.




    Chi­un was star­ing straight ahead at the burly En­glish­man but the stare was one of

    nei­ther threat nor fear. It was a cu­ri­ous, dead stare as if Chi­un were em­balmed, the look

    of a man dead, but with his eyes wide open and star­ing. The col­or had drained from Chi­un’s

    face and in the flick­er­ing over­head light; he looked ghost­like.




    He stepped for­ward to meet Spencer.




    The En­glish­man had stopped twen­ty feet from them. Be­hind him, Re­mo heard the sound of

    the trum­pet blar­ing again from the bull are­na.




    Now Chi­un was on­ly three feet from Spencer.




    “Out of the way, old man,” Spencer said.




    Chi­un shook his head, sad­ly and with fi­nal­ity. Re­mo no­ticed how stiffly Chi­un moved,

    as if the life al­ready had gone from him. What was he do­ing?




    “Have it your own way, sir,” Spencer said.




    From on­ly three feet away, he aimed the mis­sile at the cen­ter of Chi­un’s fore­head. Then

    he twist­ed the fir­ing mech­anism on the back of the rock­et. It shot for­ward with a

    hiss, but then, seem­ing­ly by mag­ic, it veered up­ward and ex­plod­ed against the over­head

    light­bulb.




    Ter­ri in­haled her breath nois­ily as Chi­un slow­ly ex­tend­ed a fin­ger to­ward Spencer

    and touched the Briton’s cheek.




    “It’s cold,” Spencer said. “You’re cold.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. Of course. The on­ly de­fense against bombs that sought out the heat of a

    hu­man body was an in­hu­man­ly cold body.




    “Cold,” Spencer said again.




    “As you soon will be,” Chi­un said slow­ly. “Re­mo, re­move this one.”




    “You’re there,” Re­mo said. “You do it.”




    “You need the prac­tice,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo sighed and re­leased Ter­ri’s arm.




    “All right, I’ll do it. But I’m get­ting tired of be­ing the schlepp around here. Wait. We

    ought to ques­tion him. Find out what’s go­ing on with these pho­ny in­scrip­tions. Good idea,

    Chi­un. I’ll do it.”




    “I don’t think ei­ther of you will be do­ing any­thing quite so eas­ily,” Spencer said. “You

    ev­er see one of these be­fore?” He pulled a small black ball that looked like a reg­ula­tion

    hand­ball from a clip on the back of his belt.




    “Naaah,” Re­mo said. “Chi­un, you ev­er see one of those be­fore?”




    “No,” Chi­un said. “Ask him if it plays Space In­vaders.”




    “I don’t think it does,” Re­mo said. He moved past Chi­un as the old man went back to guard

    Ter­ri.




    “It’s a dead­ly frag­men­ta­tion bomb,” Spencer said. “Blow you to bits, Yank.”




    “Naaah,” Re­mo said. “That stuff nev­er works. It nev­er goes off and if it does go off, it

    busts up win­dows and noth­ing else.”




    He heard Chi­un be­hind him. “The British al­ways used toys. That is why they nev­er

    amount­ed to any­thing.”




    “I know, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    Spencer’s face red­dened in anger. “We will see,” he said. Soft­ly, un­der­hand­ed, he

    tossed the frag­men­ta­tion bomb at Re­mo, then ran back to­ward the en­trance to the tun­nel.

    Re­mo picked up the bomb and held it in his hand. He could feel it whirring. There was an

    ex­plo­sive charge in­side of it, and when it went, it would break through the met­al

    cov­er­ing, which was al­ready scored to break apart in jagged-​edged pieces. But just as

    wa­ter could not rush in­to an al­ready-​full ves­sel, an ex­plo­sive force could not ex­plode

    against a con­tain­ing force that was ex­act­ly its equal.




    It would be stale­mate: an ir­re­sistible force push­ing an im­mov­able ob­ject, nei­ther

    giv­ing way un­til the pow­er of the force just passed its vi­bra­tions off in­to the

    still­ness of the sur­round­ing air. Re­mo felt the bomb still whirring in­side his hand. He

    stretched his fin­gers to see if his hand could con­tain the en­tire sphere, but it was

    slight­ly too large. Some parts of the met­al re­mained un­cov­ered and the ex­plo­sive force

    would break through there, and then the whole bomb would blow apart, tak­ing Re­mo’s hand with

    it.




    He cupped his left hand over his right. The del­icate flesh of his hands felt the cold­ness

    of the met­al held in­side. He soft­ened his hands, re­lax­ing his mus­cles, un­til he was sure

    that the en­tire surface of the spher­ical bomb was touched by his flesh. Then he be­gan to

    ex­ert pres­sure. That was the tricky part-​to have the pres­sure forc­ing in­ward ex­act­ly

    equal to the pres­sure blast­ing out­ward at the mo­ment of ex­plo­sion.




    He felt a click as the bomb’s fir­ing mech­anism went off. In­side his hands, he felt the

    sud­den buildup of pres­sure against his left ring fin­ger and his right pinky.

    In­stinc­tive­ly, he in­creased down­ward pres­sure of those two fin­gers. His hands held and

    the ex­plo­sion stayed muf­fled in his hands.




    He could feel the pres­sure waves of the dis­si­pat­ing force vi­brate the air around his

    hands and then the waves reached his face. He could see them shim­mer against the light from

    the par­tial­ly open door­way at the end of the tun­nel. For a split sec­ond his arms twitched

    in the ed­dy of the force cur­rents. Then the blast slowed down and in an­oth­er sec­ond, the

    force had leaked harm­less­ly in­to the air.




    Re­mo opened his hands and looked at the pure, un­bro­ken black sphere. He tossed it to­ward

    Spencer.




    “Told you. You can’t trust these things.”




    Spencer re­coiled as the bomb hit the stone floor in front of him and rolled harm­less­ly

    away.




    The En­glish­man reached down to the back of his shoe, snapped a pel­let from the back of

    his heel, and tossed it on­to the ground in front of Re­mo. It popped, al­most a

    fire­crack­er’s pop, and a dark bil­low of smoke rose, sur­round­ing Re­mo’s face. He stopped

    breath­ing, in case it was poi­son. Spencer pulled a throw­ing knife from the back of his belt,

    raised it over his head, and pro­pelled it atthe cen­ter of the smoky mist, at the spot

    where Re­mo’s chest would be.




    An or­di­nary man would have been de­fense­less, un­able to see to pro­tect him­self against

    the ra­zor-​sharp blade fly­ing to­ward him. But mist and smoke, Re­mo knew, were not just one

    thing; they were a bun­dle of bits, just as tele­vi­sion was not one pic­ture, con­tin­uous­ly

    mov­ing, but a se­ries of still pic­tures flashed at the rate of thir­ty per sec­ond. It took

    the co­op­er­ation of the av­er­age per­son’s mind and eyes to make them in­to a mov­ing

    pic­ture.




    So with smoke. It did not have to blind or ob­scure if a per­son sim­ply re­al­ized that it

    was made up of sep­arate par­ti­cles. Then he could fo­cus on the par­tic­ules with pri­ma­ry

    vi­sion, chang­ing the fog and smoke to a trans­par­ent driz­zle, and then use sec­ondary

    vi­sion to see the ob­ject be­hind the smoke.




    This Re­mo did and saw the knife fly­ing to­ward his chest.




    Spencer saw the knife dis­ap­pear in­to the col­umn of smoke that was Re­mo. He ex­pect­ed

    the usu­al thud and scream when it bit flesh, but there was no thud and no scream.




    In­stead there was si­lence. Then a snap, a hard, metal­lic crack­ing sound. And then two

    halves of the knife, the han­dle and the blade, came fly­ing back from the mist to land on the

    stone floor at Spencer’s feet.




    “Oh, bloody, shit,” said Spencer.




    Wis­sex had warned him that these two were dan­ger­ous but had not pre­pared him for this.

    It was time for Old Re­li­able. As the smoke dis­si­pat­ed and Re­mo’s form again be­came

    vis­ible, Spencerreached in­to a shoul­der hol­ster and with­drew a Pendle­ton-​Sell­ers

    .31 cal­iber semimag au­to­mat­ic with the Bolan aug­ment­ed ar­ma­ture. The pis­tol fired a

    shell that ex­plod­ed in­to frag­ments a foot away from the muz­zle of the gun. Any­thing in

    the im­me­di­ate area would be downed. It could lev­el a cock­tail par­ty of peo­ple faster

    than Nor­man Mail­er talk­ing prison re­form could lev­el com­mon sense.




    Spencer pulled the slide back to put a shell in­to the fir­ing cham­ber. As he did, he

    backed away from Re­mo, lest the crazy Amer­ican make a sui­ci­dal lunge.




    “Don’t back up any more,” Re­mo said.




    “An old trick, Yank.”




    “I’m warn­ing you. Don’t go any fur­ther.”




    “You’re the one who’s go­ing, pal­ly,” said Spencer.




    Too late, Spencer heard the roar. He wheeled just as the bull rammed in­to him. The beast’s

    large, curved horns dug deep in­to the En­glish­man’s bel­ly and the bull lift­ed him, im­paled

    on the horns, up over his head. The bull stopped and looked at Re­mo as if he rec­og­nized him,

    then turned and crashed away down the tun­nel to­ward the par­tial­ly open doors.




    The trum­pet play­er was in full throat but his mu­sic died in a squawk as the bull broke

    out in­to the sun­shine, his car­go of dead En­glish­man avast on his horns.




    The crowd screamed.




    Re­mo walked back to Ter­ri and Chi­un.




    “Damn,” he said. “I want­ed to get some an­swers from him.”




    “He was very brave,” Ter­ri said.




    “Your dream man, huh? Good. The next one to come af­ter us, I’ll let him have you,” Re­mo

    said.




    “You didn’t have any­thing to do with it,” Ter­ri said. “His bomb didn’t go off. And his

    knife fell apart be­fore it hit you. And the bull got him be­fore he could shoot you.”




    “La­dy,” Re­mo said.




    “What?”




    “You’re an ass­hole.” Re­mo turned his back on her and said to Chi­un, “I wish I knew who

    sent him.”




    “I know who sent him,” Chi­un said.




    “You do? Who? How?”




    “Did you not see the crest on his jack­et?”




    “No.”




    “Then you did not see the crest on the jack­ets of the oth­ers who tried to kill us?” Chi­un

    said.




    “No.”




    “The same crest will be on that knife,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo trot­ted back down the tun­nel and picked up the hilt of the knife. He looked at it as

    he walked back to Chi­un. A li­on, a sheaf of wheat, and a dag­ger.




    “What is it?” Re­mo asked.




    “The House of Wis­sex,” Chi­un said.




    “Who the hell are they?”




    “Some up­start En­glish­men,” Chi­un said. “I thought we had taught them a les­son.” He

    shook his head sad­ly. “But some peo­ple nev­er learn.”


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    “Here’s a big one.” Hank Bindle was look­ing at the pic­tures in Va­ri­ety’s

    In­ter­na­tion­al Film An­nu­al and he stopped to point out a full-​page ad to Bruce

    Marmel­stein.




    “What’s it about?” Marmel­stein asked, cran­ing his neck to look at the page.




    “I don’t know,” Bindle said. “Let’s see. It’s got a pic­ture of an air­plane and a girl

    falling off a build­ing and a guy with a sword.”




    “New guy or old guy?” asked Marmel­stein.




    “Old guy, you know, wear­ing like some kind of fur. With mus­cles. Like Co­nan. And there’s

    like a mis­sile head­ing for the city.”




    “Sounds like Co­nan meets Su­per­man. I didn’t hear that any­body’s do­ing that,”

    Marmel­stein said. “You can’t read any of the words?”




    “I think this one is the. Is the T-​H-​E?”




    “I think that’s the. He pro­nounced it thee.




    “What’s the dif­fer­ence be­tween the and thee?” Bindle drew out the long sound of the

    syl­la­ble.




    “They’re dif­fer­ent words,” Marmel­stein said. “That much I know.”




    “What about when you say the book and thee ap­ple?” Hank Bindle said, scratch­ing his head

    in be­wil­der­ment. “You mean they’re dif­fer­ent words?”




    “Well, how could they be the same word if you sound one the and the oth­er one thee?””

    Marmel­stein asked. He twist­ed the chains around his neck as he al­ways did when he was

    in­volved in a deep philo­soph­ical dis­cus­sion.




    “You just did it,” Bindle said.




    “Did what?”




    “You said the same word and then you said thee oth­er one. You used both of those words in

    the same sen­tence.”




    Marmel­stein smiled warm­ly. “I sure did, didn’t I?”




    “You know a lot of words, Bruce,” said Bindle.




    “You have to work hard to stay ahead of the crowd. It’s a jun­gle out there.”




    “You know,” Bindle said, “I’m glad we both know now that the oth­er one can’t read. It’s

    made us clos­er, kind of.”




    “Part­ners should al­ways be hon­est,” Marmel­stein said.




    “Right,” said Bindle.




    “Good. Now who can we rip off?” Marmel­stein asked. “Did the new in­cor­po­ra­tion come in?”

    asked Bindle.




    “Yes,” said Marmel­stein. “Just to­day. So now we have a new cor­po­rate struc­ture.”




    “I hope we keep this one longer than a week,” Bindle said. “I al­ways have trou­ble

    re­mem­ber­ing the names of what­ev­er cor­po­ra­tion we’re sup­posed to be each week.”




    “Just leave the busi­ness side of it to me,” Marmel­stein said. “You know, I wish I knew

    what that Bar­ry Schweid was up to.”




    “Yeah,” said Bindle. “He’s got some nerve go­ing to an­oth­er pro­duc­er.”




    “Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter we pro­duced his oth­er movies. Teeth. Space Bat­tle. Dis­tant

    En­coun­ters of the First Kind.”




    “Don’t for­get On Sil­ver Lake,” Bindle said.




    “That’s right. We’ve done some good ones.” Marmel­stein said. “A few more and we might even

    think about stop­ping sell­ing co­caine.”




    “I don’t know about that,” said Bindle. “There’s a lot of mon­ey in co­caine.”




    “Are we in­ter­est­ed in mon­ey or cre­at­ing en­dur­ing cin­emat­ic art?” Marmel­stein

    asked. He pro­nounced it “cin­emac­kic.”




    The two part­ners looked at each oth­er for a few long sec­onds as the ques­tion hung in the

    air, unan­swered. Fi­nal­ly, they nod­ded.




    “Right. Mon­ey,” they said in uni­son.




    The tele­phone rang in­side Marmel­stein’s desk. The desk was a large pink Ital­ian mar­ble

    slab, rest­ing at both ends on two slices of high­ly-​var­nished wood cut from red­wood trees.

    On Marmel­stein’s side of the desk, the red­wood had been hol­lowed out so that a file cab­inet

    could fit in­to each side of the pedestal.




    There was noth­ing in the file cab­inet ex­cept the tele­phone. Marmel­stein thought it was

    tacky to have a tele­phone on the desk. He had got­ten that idea when he first came to

    Hol­ly­wood and went in­to a pro­duc­er’s of­fice and there was no tele­phoneon the desk.

    It was the on­ly re­al pro­duc­er’s of­fice he had ev­er been in and he as­sumed that all

    pro­duc­ers spurned the tele­phone, es­pe­cial­ly since he had nev­er been able to reach any of

    them by phone. If he had been able to read, he would have seen in the lo­cal press the week

    af­ter he had met the phone­less pro­duc­er that the pro­duc­er had been in­dict­ed for

    em­bez­zle­ment, for di­vert­ing mon­ey to his own per­son­al use and let­ting pro­duc­tion

    com­pa­ny bills go un­paid. Among the un­paid bills was the tele­phone bill. His phone had been

    re­moved by Earth Moth­er Bell, the Hol­ly­wood phone com­pa­ny.




    Marmel­stein opened the desk draw­er, but be­fore he an­swered the phone, he said to Bindle,

    “Lis­ten to the new name.”




    He lift­ed the re­ceiv­er.




    “Hel­lo. Uni­ver­sal Bindle Marmel­stein Mam­moth Glob­al Mag­nif­icent Pro­duc­tions

    speak­ing. How may we help you?”




    He smiled at Bindle. The name of the com­pa­ny had been care­ful­ly cho­sen to al­low the

    two part­ners to tell peo­ple that they were with Uni­ver­sal and mum­ble the rest of the

    words, or that they were with MGM, short for Mam­moth Glob­al Mag­nif­icent. Ev­ery lit­tle bit

    helped, Marmel­stein thought. And of­ten said.




    “Bruce, this is Bar­ry Schweid. I want you to help me.”




    “That’s what I said on the phone. ‘How may we help you?’ ” Marmel­stein said. “Right af­ter

    I said Uni­ver­sal Bindle Marmel­stein Mam­moth Glob­al Mag­nif­icent Pro­duc­tions. That’s our

    new name.”




    “Yeah, yeah, I know all that. I want you to come in as part­ners on one of my movies. Mi­nor

    part­ners,” Schweid said.




    “We’ll start rais­ing mon­ey im­me­di­ate­ly,” Marmel­stein said. “Do sto­ry boards. Talk to

    di­rec­tors and stars. There’s still time for us to”




    “No,” Schweid said. “You’re go­ing to get an agent’s cut. That’s all. I al­ready got a

    pro­duc­er.”




    “What do you want us to do?”




    “Ne­go­ti­ate for me,” Schweid said. “I think this guy is screw­ing me.”




    “What do you want that he won’t give?” asked Marmel­stein.




    “That’s just it. He’s giv­ing me ev­ery­thing I want.”




    “I don’t trust him,” Marmel­stein said.




    “When I asked him for mon­ey, he said yes,” Schweid said.




    “He’s a thief,” Marmel­stein said.




    “I want­ed gross points, he gave me gross points.”




    “Oh, the dirty bas­tard. Try­ing to work you over that way,” Marmel­stein said. “It’s hard

    for me to be­lieve some­times what kind of thieves there are in this town.”




    “I need you two,” Schweid said. “I know you’re drug ped­dlers but you know how to

    ne­go­ti­ate.”




    “You’ve come to the right place, Bar­ry. Just tell me what you want.”




    “All I want is what I got. But I don’t want him to be so damn agree­able about it,” Schweid

    said.




    “We’ll end that,” Marmel­stein promised. “When do we see this guy?”




    “I’ll talk to him tonight on the phone. A con­fer­ence call. You guys can take over,”

    Schweid said.




    “You’ve got it. We’ll straight­en him out.”




    Af­ter Marmel­stein hung up, he rubbed his hands to­geth­er and looked at Hank Binde.




    “We’re back in with Schweid,” he said. “He’s got a pro­duc­er for a movie but he doesn’t

    trust him.”




    “He can trust us,” Bindle said.




    “That’s what I told him.”




    “What movie?” Bindle asked.




    “I don’t know. He said art. Prob­ably that Ham­lock thing.”




    “I think it’s Ham­let,” Bindle said.




    “Yeah. Ham­mer­let. With tits. I hope this guy wants to do it with tits.”




    “What’s in it for us?” Bindle asked.




    Marmel­stein start­ed to an­swer, then paused. “Wait,” he said. “Lis­ten, any­body can do

    Ham­mer­let, right? I mean, the screen­writ­er died or some­thing and so it be­longs to

    ev­ery­body?”




    “Yeah. I think it was a play. Shake­speare. Or some name like that.”




    “Okay,” Marmel­stein said. “What we do is we get this pro­duc­er away from Schweid. If that

    no-​tal­ent can write Ham­mer­lock, we get can some­body else to write Ham­mer­lock and then we

    take it back to that same pro­duc­er. With­out Schweid.”




    “Good think­ing, Bruce,” said Bindle.




    “All we’ve got to do is queer this deal tonight,” Marmel­stein said.




    “Right,” said Bindle.




    “And that shouldn’t be any trou­ble for us at all,” Marmel­stein said.




    “It nev­er has been be­fore,” said Hank Bindle.




    Chi­un was on the bal­cony of their Madrid ho­tel room, sit­ting qui­et­ly, look­ing at the

    city sprawl, the build­ings gold­en in the af­ter­noon sun.




    Re­mo placed a call to Smith. The op­er­ator did a lot of click­ing and then re­port­ed in

    pre­cise En­glish, “I’m sor­ry, sir. The line is busy.”




    “Are you sure?” Re­mo said. “That line’s nev­er busy. Maybe we di­aled wrong.” He re­peat­ed

    the num­ber.




    “Just a mo­ment,” the wom­an said. Re­mo heard more click­ing, and then a busy sig­nal and

    then the op­er­ator’s voice. “No, sir, it’s busy.”




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. “I’ll call back.”




    He hung up the phone and stood up from the so­fa. Some­how a busy sig­nal didn’t seem right.

    In all the years with CURE, he couldn’t re­mem­ber Smith not an­swer­ing the phone on the first

    ring.




    A busy sig­nal made the CURE di­rec­tor seem more hu­man and Re­mo didn’t want to deal with

    Smith as a hu­man. He didn’t nec­es­sar­ily like the blood­less, emo­tion­less wraith he

    pic­tured in his mind, but at least he was used to Smith that way. Ev­ery time things had

    changed in his life, they had changed for … well, if not for the worse, at least in the

    di­rec­tion of more dis­rup­tion. He didn’t want any more dis­rup­tion, ir­ri­ta­tion, or

    ag­gra­va­tion.




    Peace and qui­et. That was what he yearned for.




    “That’s what I want in the world,” he said as he stepped out on the bal­cony be­hind

    Chi­un.




    “A brain that works?” Chi­un said.




    “Please, Chi­un. Don’t carp. I’ve made a res­olu­tion to my­self. From now on, I’m go­ing to

    lead a sim­ple life, clean and pure. No more trou­ble. I’mgo­ing to try not to fall

    asleep when you re­cite an Ung po­em. When you blame it all on me be­cause you can’t fin­ish

    your screen­play or your soap opera about Sinan­ju, I’m just go­ing to nod and take the blame.

    I’m go­ing to lead a dif­fer­ent life. When that din­gal­ing Dr. Pom­fret starts yap­ping at

    me, I’m just go­ing to smile. When I talk to Smith, I’m go­ing to hu­mor him in­stead of

    ar­gu­ing. Even when you tell me those stupid sto­ries you al­ways tell me, I’m go­ing to

    lis­ten. Re­al­ly lis­ten.”




    “By stupid sto­ries, I pre­sume you mean the wis­dom of the ages, con­tained in the leg­ends

    of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said, with­out turn­ing.




    “That’s right.”




    “The dog can promise not to bark,” Chi­un said, “but still he barks. Even the promise is

    ex­pressed in a bark.”




    “Yeah?” Re­mo said. “Go ahead. Tell me a sto­ry. Watch me lis­ten. Tell me about the

    moun­tain of gold. What’s that about? I know you know more about it than you’ve been telling

    that twit.”




    “It is a ter­ri­ble sto­ry. I don’t want to talk about it,” Chi­un said.




    “Awwww, please,” said Re­mo, be­cause he knew Chi­un want­ed him to.




    “Re­al­ly?” said Chi­un. “You in­sist on hear­ing it?”




    “My life wouldn’t be com­plete with­out it,” Re­mo said. “I’d go to my grave won­der­ing

    what it was.”




    “Well, all right,” Chi­un said. “But on­ly be­cause you asked. It is a ter­ri­ble

    sto­ry.”




    “The deal’s off. If you do any­thing, we’ll sue you for ev­ery cent you can bor­row.”




    “Wait a minute,” Harold W. Smith said. “Who is this?”




    “This is Bruce Marmel­stein, ex­ec­utive vice-​pres­ident and chief fi­nan­cial of­fi­cer of

    Uni­ver­sal Bindle Marmel­stein Mam­moth Glob­al Mag­nif­icent Pro­duc­tions and we’re

    pre­pared to top any pal­try, pid­dling il­le­gal of­fer you think you may have made to Bar­ry

    Schweid.”




    Schweid’s voice piped in. “That’s right, Smith. Any of­fer.”




    “So now it’s up to you, Smith,” said Marmel­stein. “Make an of­fer.”




    “What do you want, Schweid?” Smith asked.




    “A half a mil­lion dol­lars and twen­ty per­cent­age points. Gross,” said Schweid.




    “You’ve got it,” Smith said.




    “There you go again,” said Schweid. “See. He’s do­ing it again.”




    “We’ll top it,” Marmel­stein yelled.




    “That’s right,” shout­ed Hank Bindle. “We know a win­ner when some­body reads it to us.”




    “I’ll give you six hun­dred thou­sand and twen­ty-​two points,” Smith said.




    Be­fore Schweid could an­swer, Marmel­stein yelled, “Chick­en­feed. We’ll top it. You’re not

    go­ing to screw our friend Bar­ry with these pit­tances of of­fers.”




    “That’s right,” said Hank Bindle. “No pit­ness­es of of­fers.”




    Smith said, “Bar­ry, lis­ten to me and think for a mo­ment. Six hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars.

    And twen­ty-​two points of the gross. And I’ll have the six hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars in your

    hands inforty-​eight hours. In a cer­ti­fied check. All yours. That’s cash. Not a

    promise. You want to turn that down?”




    Marmel­stein shout­ed, “Are you in­fer­ring that our word is no good? That our cred­it’s

    bad?”




    “Yeah. Don’t you ev­er in­fer that,” warned Bindle.




    “Well,” said Bar­ry Schweid. His voice was hes­itant.




    “You’re not con­ning him like that, Smith,” said Marmel­stein. “You think you’re talk­ing to

    some green­horn? Bar­ry Schweid is one of the most bril­liant writ­ers in Hol­ly­wood. What he

    did for us on Teeth and On Sil­ver Lake was ab­so­lute ge­nius. What’s six hun­dred thou­sand

    dol­lars to him?”




    “Wait a minute,” Bar­ry told Marmel­stein. “Six hun­dred thou­sand is a lot of mon­ey.”




    “A pit­ness,” Bindle said.




    “We’ll top it,” Marmel­stein said. “Good­bye, Smith. We’ve got noth­ing more to talk about.

    You’ve in­sult­ed Bar­ry so much he can nev­er work with you.”




    Smith heard the phone click off in his ear. So that was that. He thought the whole thing had

    been a sim­ple mis­take and he would be able to buy CURE’s records back from Bar­ry Schweid.

    But now, with these oth­er two in it, things had changed. Schweid was no longer just an

    an­noy­ance, he was a men­ace. The three of them had be­come Re­mo Williams’ next

    as­sign­ment.




    Re­mo.




    Where was Re­mo?




    Why hadn’t he called?




    The tele­phone rang again and Smith an­swered.




    “Smith, this is Bruce Marmel­stein.”




    “I thought we were done talk­ing,” Smith said.




    “No, that was just for Schweid’s ben­efit. He’s a schmuck. You re­al­ly want this

    movie?”




    “Yes.”




    “Six hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars worth?” asked Marmel­stein.




    “Yes, I’ll pay that.”




    “We’ll save you a hun­dred thou. You’ve got a deal at 500,000 dol­lars. But it goes to us.

    That’s Uni­ver­sal Bindle Marmel­stein Mam­moth Glob­al Mag­nif­icent Pro­duc­tions.”




    “You don’t own it. It’s Schweid’s prop­er­ty,” Smith said.




    “That doesn’t mat­ter. Tonight we’ll tell him our deal fell through. We lost our back­ers.

    We’ll get him to sell it to us cheap and to­mor­row we’ll give it to you.”




    “That’s won­der­ful,” Smith said.




    “Good,” said Marmel­stein. “We’re go­ing to do the best Ham­mer let you ev­er saw.”




    “Ham­let?” asked Smith.




    “Right. The im­mor­tal Barf of Afton. Ham­merkt. Am I say­ing it right?”




    “You’re say­ing it fine,” Smith said.




    “Who needs Schweid to write Ham­merkt? Ev­ery­body can write Ham­merkt” said Marmel­stein.

    “You’ll have a movie to be proud of. ‘Mr. Smith presents Ham­mer­lock, a Uni­ver­sal Bindle

    Marmel­stein Mam­moth Glob­al Mag­nif­icent Pro­duc­tion.’ You’ll love it.”




    “I can’t wait,” Smith said.




    “You’ll hear from us,” Bruce Marmel­stein said. “And you’ll hear from me,” Smith said as he

    re­placed the phone in the dark­ened of­fice.




    “It hap­pened just a few years ago,” Chi­un said. “About the time that Colum­bus was

    stum­bling all over your coun­try.”




    “Chi­un, that was 500 years ago.”




    “Yes. So it was not long ago and there was a mas­ter then and his name was Puk. You may not

    be­lieve this, Re­mo, but some­times the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju have not been nice. And

    some­times they have not been flaw­less. Some have not been per­fect hu­man be­ings, even

    though you find that hard to be­lieve.”




    “I’m ab­so­lute­ly dev­as­tat­ed by the news,” Re­mo said.




    “As well you might be, it be­ing so alien to your ex­pe­ri­ence,” Chi­un said. “At any rate,

    this mas­ter, whose name was Puk, left the vil­lage of Sinan­ju one day with­out

    ex­pla­na­tion. He told none of the vil­lagers where he was go­ing and none could guess.




    “He was gone three years. Three years with­out re­port and with­out sus­te­nance to the

    vil­lage and many ba­bies were sent home to the sea then. In the old days, Re­mo, when we could

    not feed our ba­bies, we”




    “I know, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “You drowned them and called it send­ing them home to the sea.

    I’ve heard it hun­dreds of times.”




    “Please don’t in­ter­rupt,” Chi­un said. “Then one day, Puk re­turned to our vil­lage. He

    was filled with won­drous tales of the far­away land he hadvis­it­ed. It was in a place

    no one had ev­er heard of, in what you now call South Amer­ica, and he told of the won­der­ful

    bat­tles he had fought and how he had brought hon­or to Sinan­ju. And most of all, he told of

    how the coun­try he had vis­it­ed had a moun­tain of gold.




    ” ‘So where is this boun­ty?’ the vil­lagers cried, and Puk said ‘It is com­ing.’ But it did

    not come and Puk found him­self an out­cast in his vil­lage with none be­liev­ing him.”




    Re­mo said, “South Amer­ica. That’s where Hamidia is. He went to Hamidia.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “But he brought back no moun­tain of gold. Ev­ery­one talks about

    moun­tains of gold, but no one has ev­er seen one, it seems. No one ex­cept Puk, that is, and

    who could be­lieve Puk?”




    “Is that how you learned to speak Hamid­ian?” Re­mo asked.




    “That was an­oth­er mas­ter some time lat­er. He went to Hamidia, but he nev­er men­tioned

    any moun­tain of gold.”




    “So it’s a fairy tale,” Re­mo said.




    “For all we know,” said Chi­un.




    “Okay. What hap­pened to Puk?”




    “Puk had many as­sign­ments around Ko­rea for the rest of his life and helped sup­port the

    vil­lage but he was nev­er tru­ly for­giv­en for the ter­ri­ble sto­ry he told about the

    moun­tain of gold. And when he died, there were none of the cer­emonies that usu­al­ly at­tend

    the death of a mas­ter. In fact, few mourned. The vil­lagers wrote a song in­stead. It said,

    ‘Puk, those who would have mourned weresent to the sea while you were out chas­ing

    moon­beams. If you seek mourn­ers, go to the bot­tom of the sea.’ “




    “It’s a sad sto­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “Puk did work in Hamidia and didn’t get paid for it. That is very sad.

    Any­way, when you come next to Sinan­ju, I will show you Puk’s grave. The head­stone says,

    ‘Here lies Puk the liar. Still ly­ing.’ “




    Re­mo left Chi­un on the bal­cony, still shak­ing his head over the ir­re­spon­si­ble liar,

    Puk. This time the op­er­ator got his call through quick­ly and Smith an­swered it on first

    ring.




    Quick­ly, Re­mo filled him in on what had hap­pened and said, “A scam, Smit­ty. That’s all

    it was. I don’t know why but some­body faked all those plaques and put them around. Chi­un says

    it has some­thing to do with some British as­sas­sins, the House of Uni­sex or some­thing.

    Yeah, the girl’s all right. I think she’s mad at me for get­ting rid of the last Limey who

    tried to kill her. I don’t know. She’s wacky. Some­thing about him be­ing her dream man.

    Any­way, that’s the bot­tom line. No moun­tain of gold. The dip is out shop­ping. Nat­ural­ly.

    We’ll be leav­ing here to­mor­row. No, she doesn’t know who we are.”




    Re­mo paused and lis­tened as Smith rapid-​fired in­struc­tions in­to the phone.




    “Hold on,” Re­mo said. “I’ve been halfway around the world and I need a rest. I don’t want

    to go to Hol­ly­wood. Sure, it’s im­por­tant, ev­ery­thing’s al­ways im­por­tant. No, no, no.

    We; We’ll talk about it when I get back. Smit­ty, you’re bab­bling. Hamlet and as­sas­sin

    movies and pro­duc­ers and points. Take a Val­ium. We’ll talk when I get back. All right, all

    right, if you want them gone, they’ll be gone. That make you feel bet­ter?” He lis­tened to

    Smith’s an­swer, then slammed down the phone.




    “Yeah, sure,” he grum­bled to him­self. “Thanks for telling me it was a good job. Sure. In a

    pig’s ass. I’m tired of be­ing un­ap­pre­ci­at­ed.”


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    “Cuan­to?” asked Ter­ri Pom­fret.




    “For you, Madam, six dol­lars.”




    “Es de­masi­ado,” Ter­ri said.




    “It took many weeks to make,” the mer­chant said. “Is six dol­lars too much for the work of

    the three wom­en, day af­ter day, try­ing to make some­thing that they can sell at a fair price

    to put bread on the ta­ble for their starv­ing chil­dren?”




    “I’ll give you four,” Ter­ri said. She was an­noyed at her­self for her lapse in­to

    En­glish. She spoke four­teen lan­guages, and she did not like some Span­ish mer­chant ban­dit

    con­ning her out of a lan­guage she used as well as her own.




    The mer­chant shook his head and turned his back to walk away.




    That was part of the mer­can­tile court­ing dance too. Ter­ri put down the shawl she had

    been look­ing at and be­gan to in­spect a row of shirts hang­ing ran­dom­ly from a pipe

    rack.




    The scene was be­ing watched by a man in a tan poplin suit. He looked around and saw that he

    was, in turn, be­ing watched by a street urchin.




    The young boy was phys­ical­ly small, but he had the wary un­trust­ing eyes of an adult who

    had lived many years.




    The man in the poplin suit called him over and when the boy du­ti­ful­ly stood in front of

    him, the man leaned over to whis­per in his ear. The boy lis­tened, then nod­ded bright­ly. His

    eyes Sit up with plea­sure, and the plea­sure was re­dou­bled when the man put two dol­lars

    in­to his hand.




    “You are a wom­an with­out heart,” the mer­chant said in Span­ish.




    Ter­ri an­swered in En­glish. “Not with­out brains though,” she said. “Enough brains not to

    pay six dol­lars for some­thing worth on­ly a frac­tion of that. Four dol­lars.”




    The mer­chant sighed. “Five dol­lars. That is my very last and best price and the mem­ory of

    those starv­ing chil­dren will be on your head, not mine.”




    “Sold,” Ter­ri said. “But you must promise nev­er to r,eveal to my friends the out­ra­geous

    price I paid for this or they will be­gin to doubt my san­ity.”




    “I’ll wrap it,” the mer­chant said. “Al­though even the price of the wrap­ping pa­per makes

    this trans­ac­tion a loss to me.”




    He took the shawl to the counter in the cen­ter of the store and mea­sured off a piece of

    pa­per to wrap it. He seemed in­tent on mak­ing sure he did not use one mil­lime­ter more

    pa­per than was ab­so­lute­ly nec­es­sary.




    Mean­while, Ter­ri reached in her purse. She was watch­ing the mer­chant and feel­ing in­to

    her purse with her hand, when sud­den­ly the pock­et­book was yanked away from her.




    She shrieked and turned to see a small boy hold­ing the purse, run­ning to­ward the front of

    the tent-​topped shop.




    She turned to run af­ter him, but then stopped. A big man reached out a big hand and grabbed

    the lit­tle boy’s shoul­der. The boy stopped as if he had run in­to a wall. The big man

    re­moved the purse from him, then gave him a pa­ter­nal­is­tic and not un­kind rap on the rear

    end. The boy ran away with­out look­ing back.




    The big man in the tan poplin suit looked at Ter­ri and smiled and she felt her heart­beat

    speed up.




    The man stepped for­ward and hand­ed her the purse.




    “Yours, I be­lieve.” The ac­cent was British.




    Ter­ri just gaped, open-​mouthed, for a sec­ond, at this quintessen­tial man of her dreams.

    Then, flus­tered, she said, “Yes. Thank you.”




    She took the purse, nod­ded to the man, and turned back to the mer­chant, who was still

    mea­sur­ing the wrap­ping pa­per.




    “How much are you pay­ing for that shawl?” the Briton asked.




    “Five dol­lars,” Ter­ri said.




    “Very good. A very fair price for a fine piece of work. Con­grat­ula­tions.”




    “She stole it from me,” the mer­chant said.




    “I know,” the Briton laughed. “And tonight, chil­dren will be dy­ing of star­va­tion all

    over Madrid.”




    The mer­chant looked down to hide his smile.




    It was love at first sight. Ter­ri had nev­er be­lieved in it be­cause it had nev­er

    hap­pened to her. Un­til now.




    “Thank you,” she mum­bled to the man.




    “Spot of tea when you’re done here?” the man said.




    Ter­ri nod­ded dumb­ly.




    “Well, then, I re­al­ly should have your name, shouldn’t I?” the man said.




    “Er­rr, Ter­ri. Ter­ri Pom­fret,” she said.




    “A love­ly name for a love­ly la­dy. My name is Neville,” said Neville Lord Wis­sex.




    “Bad news, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re still here,” Chi­un said.




    “If you think that’s bad, try this,” Re­mo said. “Smit­ty wants us to go to Hol­ly­wood

    right away. That’s where CURE’s records wound up. I told him we need­ed a va­ca­tion.”




    “Nev­er ar­gue with the em­per­or,” Chi­un said. “We will go to Hol­ly­wood.”




    “Hold on, you’re up to some­thing. That was just too agree­able and too fast.”




    “We must go where du­ty call takes us,” Chi­un said.




    “I got it. You think you can con some pro­duc­er in­to mak­ing your movie about Sinan­ju,

    don’t you?”




    “I re­al­ly don’t wish to dis­cuss this with you, Re­mo. You are of a very sus­pi­cious turn

    of mind and it is not flat­ter­ing to you at all.”




    “I’ll fix you. Ev­ery pro­duc­er I see, I’m go­ing to kill on sight,” Re­mo said.




    It was the day she would re­mem­ber all her life, spent with the man she had want­ed to be

    with all her life.




    Ter­ri Pom­fret found her­self wish­ing she had acam­era so she could record just the

    way it had gone. Hav­ing tea at a small cafe and then strolling along the river­front.

    Spend­ing a long, leisure­ly, won­der­ful hour in­side a his­tor­ical chapel, look­ing at

    sev­en­teenth-​cen­tu­ry mu­rals and fres­coes.




    And now here she was, fol­low­ing Neville, sweet, kind, hand­some, charm­ing, cul­tured

    Neville, up the steps to­ward his ho­tel room. How like him the ho­tel was. Not flashy or gaudy

    or tacky. A qui­et, gen­teel build­ing, in a qui­et cor­ner of the city, el­egant, old-​world

    charm­ing.




    She put her hand on the small of his back and Wis­sex stopped on the stairs and looked down

    in­to her eyes. His eyes were the bright­est blue she had ev­er seen. Not dark and hard like

    Re­mo’s but soft and gen­tle and car­ing.




    “I’ve al­ways dreamed of a man like you,” she said. He smiled, the smile of one nei­ther

    em­bar­rassed nor pa­tron­iz­ing; the smile of a shar­er of the heart’s deep­est emo­tions. The

    smile of a man who un­der­stood; who would al­ways un­der­stand.




    As soon as they en­tered his room, Neville locked the door be­hind them, and then drew her

    in­to a clinch.




    She felt his hands around her back, un­but­ton­ing her blouse, as he steered her in­to the

    room, to­ward the bed. The bed seemed to be beck­on­ing her, call­ing. She felt her heart pound

    and her breath catch in her throat and she closed her eyes tight­ly and buried her face in his

    neck.




    “Oh, take me. Take me,” she whis­pered.




    Neville Lord Wis­sex smiled, and said, “I in­tend to.”




    And then he pushed her in­to a large steam­ertrunk at the foot of his bed, slammed the

    lid and locked it.




    At first she shout­ed, then screamed, but the sound was muf­fled by heavy sty­ro­foam

    in­su­la­tion on the in­side of the chest.




    Wis­sex walked to the phone in the room, di­aled a num­ber, and said:




    “That pack­age is ready.”




    Re­mo was won­der­ing where Ter­ri was and when a knock came on their ho­tel room door, he

    grum­bled, “It’s about time,” and yelled out, “It’s open.”




    A smart­ly uni­formed bell­hop opened the door and stepped in­side. To Re­mo, he said,

    “Par­don, Senor. There is an old gen­tle­man in this room?”




    Re­mo was ly­ing on the couch. With­out ris­ing, he jerked his thumb over his shoul­der

    to­ward where Chi­un stood in a cor­ner of the room, look­ing out the win­dow.




    The bell­hop ap­proached the old Ko­re­an.




    “Senor?”




    Chi­un turned and the bell­hop hand­ed for­ward a small pack­age wrapped in plain brown

    pa­per.




    “This was left at the desk. I was told to give it to you,” the bell­boy said.




    Chi­un took it and nod­ded his thanks. The bell­hop lin­gered a mo­ment, as if ex­pect­ing a

    tip, then turned and left. Chi­un in­spect­ed the pack­age, turn­ing it over in his hands.




    “What is it?” Re­mo said, rais­ing him­self to a half-​sit­ting po­si­tion.




    “I will not know un­til I open it,” Chi­un said.




    “Then open it.”




    “Whose pack­age is this?” Chi­un asked.




    217




    “Yours, I guess.”




    “You guess? You didn’t guess when that vi­cious lit­tle crea­ture barged in here and asked

    for an old man. You point­ed to me. Old? Since when am I an old man?”




    “Since you were eighty years old,” Re­mo said.




    “That is old?” Chi­un said. “Maybe it is old for a turnip, but for a man, it is not old.

    Nev­er old.”




    “Why are you get­ting all bent out of shape?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause I can­not rid your mind of your West­ern non­sense, no mat­ter how I try,” Chi­un

    said. “Are you al­ways go­ing to go through life, think­ing peo­ple are old, just be­cause they

    have seen eight full decades?”




    “All right, Chi­un, you’re young,” Re­mo said. “Open the pack­age.”




    “No, I am not young,” said Chi­un.




    “What are you then? Christ, help me. I want to know so I don’t of­fend you again.”




    “I am just right,” said Chi­un.




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “Now we’ve got that squared away. If we ev­er get a bell­hop ask­ing for

    the just-​right man, I’ll know right off it’s you.”




    “Don’t for­get,” said Chi­un.




    “Open the pack­age,” Re­mo plead­ed.




    Chi­un del­icate­ly slit the pa­per with the long nail of his right in­dex fin­ger. In­side

    was a small box which he opened and took out a gold­en ob­ject.




    “What is it?” Re­mo asked. “It looks like the han­dle of a knife.”




    “It is the han­dle of a knife. It is a chal­lenge. They have the wom­an.”




    Re­mo got up from the so­fa. “Who does?” he asked.




    Chi­un tossed the knife han­dle across the room to Re­mo. Re­mo caught it and ex­am­ined the

    en­grav­ings on it: a li­on, a sheaf of wheat, and a dag­ger.




    “Same crest we saw back at the bull­run,” Re­mo said. “This is them? The House of some­thing

    or oth­er?”




    “The House of Wis­sex,” Chi­un said.




    “You’re sure this means they have the girl?” Re­mo asked. He turned the knife han­dle over

    in his hand, as if by in­spect­ing it close­ly he might find some­thing more there than just a

    knife han­dle.




    “Of course they have the wom­an,” Chi­un said. “It is the tra­di­tion of the chal­lenge.

    First they take some­thing of val­ue to you, and then they send a knife to chal­lenge you to

    come and re­claim your prop­er­ty.”




    “She’s just more trou­ble than she’s worth,” Re­mo said. “Let them have her.”




    “It is not that sim­ple,” Chi­un said.




    “It nev­er is.”




    “She is our client and her safe­ty is our re­spon­si­bil­ity. The House of Sinan­ju can­not

    walk away from such a chal­lenge.”




    “I knew she was go­ing to be trou­ble­some,” Re­mo said.




    “It is our re­spon­si­bil­ity, but it is my chal­lenge,” Chi­un said. “It is from one

    as­sas­sin to an­oth­er.”




    “And what am I, a chick­en wing?”




    “No. You are an as­sas­sin, but this is a chal­lenge from the Mas­ter of Wis­sex to the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “Tough luck,” Re­mo said. “We go to­geth­er.”




    Chi­un sighed. “You are tru­ly un­ed­uca­ble.”




    “Prob­ably, but let’s go find the girl,” Re­mo said.




    When the long yacht came with­in sight of the Hamid­ian coast, the first faint streaks of

    sun were smear­ing the gray sky with pink smudge.




    From a tele­phone in the main cab­in, Neville Lord Wis­sex called Moom­basa and awoke him in

    bed.




    “I hope this im­por­tant,” Moom­basa said thick­ly.




    “It is. This is Wis­sex. I have the girl.”




    “Good. Where’s the gold?”




    “We don’t have that yet,” said Wis­sex.




    “Why don’t you call me back when you find it?” Moom­basa said.




    “Wait,” said Wis­sex. “There’s more.”




    “What?”




    “Those two men who have been guard­ing her. I’m sure they will be com­ing here.”




    “Should I leave the coun­try?” Moom­basa said wor­ried­ly. “I can eas­ily sched­ule my

    tri­umphant tour as na­tion­al lib­er­ator. Cu­ba and Rus­sia keep invit­ing me.”




    “No,” said Wis­sex. “I’ll deal with those two men. I just want­ed you to know.”




    “Where are you now?” Moom­basa asked.




    “Just off the coast.”




    “Don’t bring the girl here,” said Moom­basa.




    “Why not?”




    “If you bring her here, those two are li­able to fol­low. I don’t want them here un­less

    they’re al­ready in pieces.”




    “I won’t bring her there. I’m tak­ing her to that hill near your bor­der.”




    “Mesoro? Why there?”




    “Be­cause it suits my pur­pos­es,” Wis­sex said.




    “It’s flat and high and they won’t be able to sneak up on me.”




    “I’ll send the Rev­olu­tion­ary Com­man­do Brigade or what­ev­er they call them­selves to

    help you.”




    “Per­ish for­bid, Wis­sex said. “Just leave it to me. You could help by keep­ing pa­trols

    and army and ev­ery­body else out of the area. I don’t want my equip­ment to be hin­dered by

    your peo­ple march­ing around.”




    “Hokay. I want that wom­an to talk,” Moom­basa said.




    “She will.”




    “What does she look like?”




    “She’s at­trac­tive but not your type,” Wis­sex said.




    “Too bad. Keep in touch,” Moom­basa said.




    Wis­sex smiled, re­plac­ing the phone. Of course she was not Moom­basa’s type. The wom­an

    had an IQ over 70.




    Wis­sex left the cab­in and herd­ed Ter­ri, her hands tight­ly bound be­hind her, in­to the

    back seat of a he­li­copter, lashed to a take­off pad on the small ship’s bow.




    “Where are we go­ing?” she asked.




    “To await the ar­rival of your friends,” Wis­sex said. He smiled at her and she no­ticed

    that his blue eyes were cold and un­feel­ing. The eyes of a killer. She shud­dered at his touch

    as he pushed her rough­ly in­to the air­craft.




    From the air­port, Re­mo called Smith again but the CURE di­rec­tor had not been able to

    find out where the girl had van­ished to.




    “What the hell good are those com­put­ers of yours, Smit­ty, when they can’t find any­thing

    out?”




    “You for­get, Re­mo. I don’t have the com­put­ers any more. All the records are still

    miss­ing. That’s why I want you to for­get that wom­an and get back here to the States. Get our

    records back.”




    “What about the moun­tain of gold?” Re­mo asked. “The death of West­ern civ­iliza­tion as we

    know it? What about all that?” Re­mo asked.




    “You know now there is no moun­tain of gold. So all this is is a kid­nap­ping. The moun­tain

    of gold might have been more im­por­tant than our records, but that wom­an pro­fes­sor isn’t.

    Come back.”




    “I can’t do that,” Re­mo said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause her safe­ty is my re­spon­si­bil­ity. Be­cause the House of Sinan­ju can’t walk

    away from a chal­lenge.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand all that tra­di­tion busi­ness,” Smith said.




    “That’s be­cause you’re un­ed­uca­ble, Smit­ty. You just hold the fort. We’ll get there when

    we get there,” Re­mo said as he hung up.




    As he walked away from the phone booth, Re­mo saw the same spy who had been dog­ging his

    foot­steps ear­li­er through Bom­bay Air­port.




    The short, squat man was now wear­ing a fla­men­co dancer’s cos­tume. Lit­tle puff­balls

    hung from the fringes of his flat-​brimmed hat. He stood by the wall next to the phone booth,

    edg­ing clos­er to Re­mo. His satin trousers squeaked as they rubbed against the mar­ble

    air­port wall.




    He smiled at Re­mo as Re­mo stepped near­er, the smile one gives a stranger he doesn’t

    re­al­ly wish to talk to.




    “Where is the girl?” Re­mo said.




    “Beg par­don, Senor?”




    “The girl.”




    “We Fla­men­co dancers have many girls,” the man said.




    “You know the girl I want,” Re­mo said.




    The man shrugged. He was still half shrugged when Re­mo up­end­ed him and dragged him by one

    fat an­kle over to the rail­ing of the ob­ser­va­tion deck.




    Re­mo tossed him over. The fat man hung up­side down, sus­pend­ed on­ly by Re­mo’s grip on

    his an­kle.




    “Where have they tak­en her?” Re­mo growled.




    “Hamidia,” the man screamed in ter­ror. “Hamidia. To Mesoro. True. True. I tell the truth,

    Senor.”




    “I know you do,” Re­mo said. “Have a nice trip.”




    He let the man fall and walked away, even be­fore the scream died out with a fat splat.

    Chi­un was stand­ing in front of an ar­cade filled with elec­tron­ic games.




    “They’ve gone to Hamidia. Some place named Mesoro,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded and said, “Japs are treach­er­ous. I bet we could have played Space In­vaders

    on that oth­er one’s ma­chine.”




    Gen­er­alis­si­mo Moom­basa didn’t like to rise be­fore noon. It was his opin­ion that in

    peo­ple’s demo­crat­ic re­publics, any­thing that hap­pened be­fore noon de­served to wait for

    the great man to get out of bed.




    But the call from Lord Wis­sex had dis­rupt­ed his smooth sleep­ing pat­tern and he rest­ed

    on­ly fit­ful­ly for two more hours un­til his pri­vate tele­phone rang again.




    If this kept up, he was go­ing to have it dis­con­nect­ed, he de­cid­ed.




    “Hel­lo,” he yelled in­to the phone.




    “Ehh­hh­hh­hh­hh­hhh. This is Pim­sy Wis­sex,” a voice rat­tled.




    “Sony, you got wrong num­ber. You want asth­ma clin­ic, you look up num­ber. The house of

    fan­cy boys is down the street too. You look up their num­ber.”




    He hung up the tele­phone but it rang again in­stant­ly.




    “What now?”




    “Lis­ten to me, you bleed­ing wog,” Pim­sy snarled. “I’ve got some­thing to tell you.”




    “This bet­ter be im­por­tant.”




    “It is,” said Un­cle Pim­sy.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen




    Night was falling. She had hung there through the bru­tal­ly hot sun of the day with not a

    drop of wa­ter for her lips. Her arms felt that they were go­ing to snap out of her shoul­der

    sock­ets and twice dur­ing the day when she could stand the pain no more, she had screamed and

    Wis­sex had low­ered her to the ground for fif­teen min­utes be­fore hoist­ing her up

    again.




    Her throat was parched and her lips were dry. She touched them with her tongue but it felt

    like rub­bing wood over wood.




    At least the night would bring some cool­ness, some re­lief from the day’s heat. But in the

    grassy fields be­low that sur­round­ed the flat-​topped hill they were on, Ter­ri could hear

    the in­sects and then the sounds of larg­er an­imals-​a snarl, a growl- and the thought of what

    was out there chilled her.




    She was hang­ing from a long boom, ex­tend­ed out over the edge of the Mesoro Hill. Ropes

    tied rough­ly around her wrists were fas­tened to the boom, and she was able to rest on­ly by

    grab­bing the boom with her hands and hold­ing on, to resther wrists, un­til her hands

    tired of sup­port­ing her weight and she had to let go. And then the pain in the wrists be­gan

    again.




    The boom was at­tached at its oth­er end to a heavy, com­pli­cat­ed tri­pod in the cen­ter

    of the flat ta­ble of rock. And Lord Wis­sex sat there, at a ta­ble which he had un­load­ed

    from the he­li­copter, a ta­ble with con­trols built in­to it. Dur­ing the heat of the day, he

    had opened a bot­tle of white wine which he had car­ried in a cool­er, had poured him­self a

    glass, and had toast­ed Ter­ri Pom­fret’s beau­ty.




    But he had of­fered her none for her dry throat.




    He was a sadist and a brute. She had fall­en for the ac­cent and the su­per­fi­cial charm

    and the tweedy British clothes and she re­al­ized that if Jack the Rip­per had ben been

    soft-​spo­ken and full of “yes, m’dears” and worn an as­cot, she prob­ably would have crawled

    in­to a blood-​stained bed with him.




    She saw Wis­sex look­ing at her and she asked again, “What are you go­ing to do with me?” He

    had not an­swered her all day when she had asked that ques­tion.




    Wis­sex smiled at her. “Do you know that that im­be­cile Moom­basa still be­lieves there is

    a moun­tain of gold?” he asked.




    “And there isn’t,” she said.




    “Of course not,” Wis­sex said.




    “Why did you put up all those plaques? It was you, wasn’t it?”




    “Of course m’dear. It was my plan. There is, you know, this id­iot­ic Hamid­ian leg­end

    about a moun­tain of gold. It was my idea that if I got Moom­basa to be­lieve the Unit­ed

    States was look­ing for it, then he would spend any amount ofmon­ey to find it. So far,

    he has been good for twen­ty mil­lion dol­lars.”




    “He’s not go­ing to be hap­py when he finds out there’s no moun­tain,” Ter­ri said.




    “He thinks there is one. He thinks you’ll tell him where it is.”




    “It doesn’t ex­ist,” Ter­ri said. “I’ll tell him that. And that it was all your idea.”




    Wis­sex chuck­led. “I know that and you know that. But I’m afraid you won’t get a chance to

    tell him. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, m’dear, you’re go­ing to have an ac­ci­dent. A fa­tal

    ac­ci­dent.”




    “But why the plaques?” she asked again.




    “That was to lend au­then­tic­ity to the scheme,” he said. “You should re­al­ize that true

    ge­nius in­volves painstak­ing at­ten­tion to de­tail. I want­ed ev­ery­thing to look cor­rect.

    It had to be good enough not on­ly to fool Moom­basa-​I could fool him with a map drawn in the

    sand with a stick-​but al­so to fool you and the Unit­ed States un­til I ex­tract­ed enough

    mon­ey from that id­iot. He is not a trust­ing sort. Did you know that he has had one of his

    would-​be spies traips­ing around, try­ing to keep an eye on you and your body­guards?”




    “That fat man at the air­port?” Ter­ri said.




    “Yes. I made sure to tell him where we were go­ing. I have no doubt that your friends have,

    by now, ex­tract­ed that in­for­ma­tion from him.”




    Ter­ri felt her heart add a lit­tle ex­tra hap­py beat. “But why?” she asked him and

    be­cause she guessed it would feed his ma­cho sense of him­self, she added, “I don’t

    un­der­stand. Why would you want them to know where we went?”




    “Be­cause I am go­ing to kill them. Those twohave spoiled my cal­cu­la­tions long

    enough and they have been a shad­ow over the House of Wis­sex for far too many years. When they

    come for you, all three of you will die.”




    He spoke with an un­emo­tion­al flat­ness as if he were dis­cussing the score of last year’s

    semi­fi­nal soc­cer game.




    “They’ll get you, you know,” Ter­ri said, the anger spilling out of her, fu­eled by his

    smug­ness. “They’re bet­ter than you are.”




    “Don’t you be­lieve it, girl. Don’t you be­lieve it. And now I wish you would please be

    still. I have some cog­ita­tion to do to pre­pare my wel­come for the House of Sinan­ju.”




    “Still? I won’t be still. I’ll shout and scream and let the world know I’m here.” Ter­ri

    opened her mouth to scream, but it changed to a shriek of pain as Wis­sex pressed a but­ton on

    the pan­el in front of him and the boom yanked her up­wards, al­most dis­lo­cat­ing her arms

    from her shoul­ders. She bit her lip and hung there in si­lence, look­ing across at him, at the

    he­li­copter parked on the hill­top be­hind him. Wis­sex must have set a trap for Re­mo and

    Chi­un-​but what could it be? She would not let them die, not if she could help it. When she

    saw them, she would shout and scream and let them know it was a trap. And if she died, then

    maybe she de­served it for be­ing stupid, but at least she would have evened the score with

    this En­glish mon­ster.




    But while the night grew dark­er, her re­solve and her courage weak­ened, as the night

    sounds sur­round­ing the hill­top grew in in­ten­si­ty. She tried to spin on her ropes, to look

    around her in a full360-de­gree cir­cle, to see if she could see a light that might be

    Re­mo and Chi­un, but even as she made the ef­fort, she heard Wis­sex’ mock­ing voice.




    “Don’t trou­ble your­self. When they ar­rive, I will let you know. Noth­ing can move out

    there with­out be­ing de­tect­ed by my sen­sors. That is why we came to this god­for­sak­en

    lump of dirt. It is the on­ly high ground in this en­tire coun­try and I will know they are

    com­ing long be­fore they get here. So just hang there and rest.” He laughed again and Ter­ri

    felt her heart sink.




    There was just no hope, no chance for sur­vival, no way to save Re­mo and Chi­un from this

    evil mad­man.




    “Oh, that’s aw­ful,” Re­mo said. He was look­ing up at Ter­ri, per­ilous­ly ex­tend­ed from

    the boom out over the edge of the hill. “That bas­tard.”




    He dropped back to the ground along­side Chi­un.




    “Do you feel it?” Re­mo hissed.




    “Of course,” Chi­un said soft­ly.




    “It’s some kind of force field,” Re­mo said. “Prob­ably a de­tec­tion de­vice to tell him

    we’re here.”




    “I know what it is, you un­trained mon­key,” Chi­un said.




    “How do we avoid it? That’s the prob­lem.”




    “There was once a Mas­ter Yung Suk,” Chi­un start­ed but Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed.




    “Now you’re go­ing to give me a his­to­ry les­son? Now?”




    “There are no new an­swers; on­ly new ques­tions,” Chi­un said.




    “What’s that sup­posed to mean?” asked Re­mo.




    “It means that there was once a Mas­ter Yung Suk,” Chi­un said.




    “Can we keep this one short be­fore Ter­ri dies hang­ing up there?”




    “And Yung Suk was sup­posed to storm the cas­tle of an evil prince. This was in Mon­go­lia.

    Don’t wor­ry about the girl; I no­ticed she has very strong arms. And the evil prince knew an

    at­tack was com­ing and he had all his best sol­diers atop his cas­tle, along the walls,

    look­ing off in all four di­rec­tions. And the prince had his spies about too and the spies

    found that the at­tack would come from Yung Suk and four of the best men of the vil­lage. So

    when five men came out of the woods sur­round­ing the cas­tle, a great cry and shout went up

    from the sol­diers and they at­tacked and over­whelmed the five men and killed them.”




    “That’s some freak­ing cheery won­der­ful sto­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “It is not over.”




    “What else?” Re­mo asked.




    “And while the sol­diers were lay­ing waste these five, Mas­ter Yung Suk en­tered the

    cas­tle from the oth­er side and killed the evil prince and got paid and ev­ery­thing end­ed

    hap­pi­ly.”




    “What’s the moral?” asked Re­mo.




    “The moral is that armies and En­glish­men see on­ly what they have been warned that they

    might see. This Wis­sex up­start up there is ex­pect­ing two. We will give him two and he will

    con­cen­trate on two and then there will be a third and that will do the trick,” Chi­un

    said.




    “There’s on­ly two of us. How are we go­ing to be three?”




    Chi­un stood up and stepped back in­to the dark­ness a few yards. Re­mo heard a soft

    wrench­ing sound as if a grave were giv­ing up its car­go. A mo­ment lat­er, Chi­un was back,

    his arms wrapped around a small eight-​foot-​high tree. He tossed the tree to­ward Re­mo.




    “I get it,” Re­mo said. “We use the tree to di­vert him and make him think it’s one of

    us.”




    “At last the dawn,” Chi­un said. “Even af­ter the dark­est night.”




    “You want me to go with the tree?” Re­mo said. “How about you?”




    “You al­ready clomp around with enough noise for two,” Chi­un said. “You are much more

    be­liev­able im­itat­ing a crowd.”




    “Okay.”




    Chi­un point­ed Re­mo off to­ward the left side of the hill, and as the old man watched,

    Re­mo moved away in­to the dark­ness, lug­ging the tree, as silent as a wisp of air. When he

    knew that Re­mo could not see him, Chi­un nod­ded his head ap­prov­ing­ly. Some nev­er learned

    to move. There had even been mas­ters who were lead-​foot­ed; but Re­mo had learned in the

    ear­li­est days of his train­ing to cen­ter his weight, so he could move smooth­ly in any

    di­rec­tion. One of the fairy tales Chi­un had been told as a child was the sto­ry of a mas­ter

    who could run across a wet field and leave not a crushed blade of grass be­hind him. When he

    was grow­ing up in his train­ing, Chi­un thought it im­pos­si­ble, a fairy tale, but now he

    thought that some­day Re­mo might be able to do it. Per­haps even bet­ter than Chi­un

    him­self.




    Chi­un lis­tened but heard noth­ing ex­cept thesounds of the night. No move­ment from

    Re­mo, not even the hiss of a breath, not even the rustling of a leaf on the small tree the

    young Amer­ican car­ried.




    And then Chi­un drift­ed off to­ward the right side of the hill, above which hung the

    ter­ri­fied form of Ter­ri Pom­fret.




    “Here they come,” Wis­sex said soft­ly.




    It was ful­ly dark now and from Ter­ri’s point of view, Wis­sex’s face was dis­tort­ed in

    the green flick­er­ing light of a tele­vi­sion mon­itor built in­to the ta­ble be­fore him. The

    green light threw long fright shad­ows up across Wis­sex’s face. Ter­ri won­dered how she had

    ev­er thought he was hand­some.




    Wis­sex looked at the screen and laughed soft­ly at their crude at­tempt to de­ceive him.

    The screen was built in­to a tele­vi­sion but it was the lat­est form of radar screen, pick­ing

    up the move­ment of ob­jects over the size of a child.




    Four over­lap­ping cam­eras that Wis­sex had mount­ed on the edges of the table­top mesa

    scanned the area around the hill,




    Wis­sex watched the move­ment of the two men on the screen. First one of them would dart

    for­ward, fif­teen feet or so, close to the edge of the cam­era’s range. Then the oth­er would

    move for­ward, and join with the first. Then the first would move for­ward again. It was

    ob­vi­ous to Wis­sex that they were try­ing to find a pock­et of space that the cam­eras didn’t

    cov­er.




    Not a chance, he thought. He reached un­der the ta­ble and opened a small case from which he

    took a sub­ma­chine gun. He clicked off its safe­ty and setthe first round in­to the

    cham­ber, then wait­ed, his eyes watch­ing the screen, as the two fig­ures con­tin­ued their

    un­usu­al leapfrog mo­tion to­ward the base of the hill. On­ly forty yards more and they would

    be at the bot­tom of the cliff.




    They would have to climb up. And he would be wait­ing.




    Re­mo tossed the tree for­ward fif­teen feet and wait­ed un­til it hit. Then he ran for­ward

    him­self un­til he was on a line with the tree, then turned sharply to his right and moved over

    to the tree. He wait­ed a few sec­onds, then tossed the tree for­ward again and re­peat­ed the

    ma­neu­ver.




    Chi­un should be at the base of the hill now, Re­mo thought.




    Ter­ri saw him as the moon came out from be­hind a cloud for a brief mo­ment. It flashed on

    the dark pur­ple of the ki­mono and she saw Chi­un’s face, look­ing up­ward, as he came

    silent­ly up the stone face of the hill. She had been look­ing at that wall all day and it had

    been smooth and seemed im­pos­si­ble to scale, but Chi­un was mov­ing up­ward as rapid­ly as if

    he had been climb­ing a lad­der.




    She glanced over to­ward Wis­sex at the plat­form in the cen­ter of the hill but he had seen

    noth­ing. His eyes were still riv­et­ed on the tele­vi­sion screen.




    And Chi­un was climb­ing.




    Re­mo had reached the bot­tom of the hill. He dropped the tree and looked up at the smooth

    stone walls. If he went up, Wis­sex had on­ly tolook over the edge and he could pick

    Re­mo off like a wing­less fly cling­ing to a wall.




    He hoped Chi­un’s scheme was work­ing and the Briton was still fo­cus­ing his at­ten­tion on

    Re­mo. Maybe … if he kept that at­ten­tion.




    Re­mo backed off from the wall and shout­ed out.




    “Wis­sex, we’re here for you. Sur­ren­der the girl.”




    He wait­ed a split sec­ond, then got his an­swer, a deep, rolling laugh that shat­tered the

    qui­et of the night.




    And then Wis­sex’s voice.




    “Come on up. I’m wait­ing for you. You can join the wench.”




    She saw Chi­un put a hand over the top of the cliff and then, like smoke ris­ing, he moved

    up on­to the edge. Wis­sex had moved to the oth­er side of the hill, from the bot­tom of which

    had come Re­mo’s voice. His back was to Chi­un but the old man did not move. He had his head

    cocked as if lis­ten­ing to some­thing far off.




    Sud­den­ly, Ter­ri heard it too.




    It was a dis­tant rum­bling, like the sound of ma­chin­ery.




    Wis­sex heard it too and spun to­ward the noise and he saw Chi­un. Even as he said, in

    con­fu­sion, “How . . . what are you do­ing here?” he aimed the spray ma­chine gun in Chi­un’s

    di­rec­tion.




    The Ko­re­an did not an­swer.




    “There are three of you?” Wis­sex said.




    “Per­haps four or five,” Chi­un said.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter,” Wis­sex said. “How­ev­er many there are, they are all dead.”




    The sound came from trucks. Ter­ri could recog­nize the noise now. And then the sound

    less­ened, and search lights flamed from out of the dark­ness to­ward the hill. Then a voice

    boomed through the night, pow­er­ful am­pli­fi­ca­tion mak­ing it seem that it came from ev­ery

    di­rec­tion at once.




    “Wis­sex, I know all,” shout­ed Moom­basa. “And now you die, thiev­ing En­glish­man.”




    “That damned wog,” Wis­sex said. “I’m get­ting out of here.” He raised the gun to­ward

    Chi­un. “But first you.”




    Re­mo had lin­gered at the base of the hill but when he heard the first ma­chine gun blast,

    he leaped up­ward, grabbed a fin­ger hold and be­gan to move up the face of the smooth rock. It

    had been the hard­est of lessons when he was young in Sinan­ju, learn­ing to put the pres­sure

    of his weight in­to the face of the wall he was climb­ing and not down to­ward the ground.

    Hard­er still to learn was to har­ness the fear of falling that brought ten­sion to the

    mus­cles and made the act of climb­ing im­pos­si­ble.




    There was an­oth­er burst from the ma­chine gun and Re­mo raced to­ward the top of the

    cliff.




    Moom­basa heard the ma­chine-​gun fire too and he ducked down in­side the 1948 Stude­bak­er

    that was the pride of Hamidia’s ar­mored corps. He dropped his mega­phone on his driv­er’s

    head.




    “That limey is try­ing to harm my roy­al per­son,” he said. “At­tack,” he shout­ed.

    “At­tack. Re­duce that hill to rub­ble. I don’t want a stone left.”




    His driv­er moved the Stude­bak­er out of the way of the sev­en can­nons, mount­ed on the

    backs offlatbed trucks, as uni­formed sol­diers load­ed the big guns and be­gan sight­ing

    in on the flat moun­tain top.




    Even though she had seen it, she didn’t be­lieve it. Ter­ri had seen Wis­sex aim the gun at

    Chi­un and press the trig­ger. The old man hadn’t seemed to move and yet some­how the bul­lets

    had missed and Chi­un was ten feet away from his pre­vi­ous po­si­tion. Then he cir­cled

    slow­ly away from Wis­sex and Ter­ri re­al­ized that he was turn­ing Wis­sex away from her, to

    pro­tect her from be­ing hit by a stray shot.




    Wis­sex wheeled to­ward Chi­un. He held the ma­chine gun at waist lev­el and then squeezed

    the trig­ger again, this time let­ting out a spray of bul­lets in a wide arc. And again, they

    missed, be­cause when Wis­sex re­leased the trig­ger, the old man was still stand­ing, still

    smil­ing, and then he moved for­ward to­ward Wis­sex.




    “My an­ces­tor let yours live,” Chi­un in­toned. “You will not be so lucky. This is the last

    time you pre­tenders at­tack the House of Sinan­ju.”




    Wis­sex looked at Chi­un and the gun, then threw the gun on the ground and bolt­ed to­ward

    the he­li­copter on the far side of the mesa.




    He got on­ly two steps be­fore be­ing hauled up short. Ter­ri saw him. It was Re­mo, mov­ing

    out of the night, wear­ing his reg­ular black chi­nos and black t-​shirt, and he had his hand

    on Wis­sex’s shoul­der.




    Wis­sex wheeled to face him.




    “No, no, no,” he cried. “My chal­lenge was not to you, Amer­ican. It was to Sinan­ju.”




    “And I am the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said.




    Ter­ri saw Wis­sex’ face pale. Then he pulled away from Re­mo and tried to run but again

    Re­mo stopped him with a hand on his shoul­der.




    Ter­ri saw Re­mo flick a fin­ger to­ward Wis­sex’ neck. Wis­sex reached up to touch his

    throat.




    “What was that?” he asked. “I hard­ly felt it.”




    “Don’t turn your head,” Re­mo said.




    “Why not?” asked Wis­sex.




    He turned his head.




    And as Ter­ri looked on, his head fell off.




    Re­mo looked down at the body and said, “That’s the biz, sweet­heart.”




    He ran over to­ward Ter­ri. “You all right?”




    “Just arm weary,” she said. “Get me down from here.”




    “Com­ing right up,” Re­mo said.




    He scam­pered up on­to the long boom and walked out along it to where Ter­ri was hang­ing.

    She looked up be­tween her hands and saw him break the ropes be­tween his fin­gers, and then

    take her hands in his. Eas­ily, he lift­ed her and walked back along the boom un­til they were

    both over the safe rock of the hill­top. Then he set her down care­ful­ly.




    Chi­un came over to look at the girls’ wrists in the il­lu­mi­na­tion from the flood­lights

    on the trucks be­low. He be­gan to mas­sage them gen­tly.




    “Too much thumb,” he said to Re­mo.




    “What?”




    Chi­un nod­ded to­ward Wis­sex’ body. “With him,” he said. “Too much thumb on that

    stroke.”




    “It need­ed thumb,” Re­mo said.




    “You are a dis­re­spect­ful ga­loot,” Chi­un said.




    This was a new word he had learned on­ly a few weeks be­fore watch­ing a cow­boy movie and

    he was prac­tic­ing us­ing it on Re­mo. “Yes,” he said. “Heh, heh. Just a ga­loot.”




    Sud­den­ly, they heard the whis­tle of an ap­proach­ing shell, and then felt a shud­der as

    the shell hit and ex­plod­ed near the moun­tain’s base. Then they heard Moom­basa’s voice,

    shout­ing out over the loud­speak­er.




    “Fire. De­stroy the British dev­il. Lev­el that moun­tain. Not a stone left.”




    “We’d bet­ter get out of here be­fore they get the range,” Ter­ri said.




    “That prob­ably gives us till next month,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un point­ed to­ward the he­li­copter. “There is that whirly thing. Can you fly it?”




    “If it’s got wings, I can fly it,” Re­mo said.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, it does not have wings,” Chi­un said.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I can’t fly it,” said Re­mo.




    “I can,” Ter­ri said.




    “Thank God for lib­er­at­ed wom­en,” Re­mo said.




    The shell bom­bard­ment was slow­ly get­ting clos­er and as the three clam­bered in­to the

    he­li­copter, a shell ex­plod­ed on­ly 20 yards from them on the hill­top.




    Quick­ly and com­pe­tent­ly, Ter­ri start­ed the he­li­copter’s mo­tor and turned on the

    craft’s lights. She looked out­side at the hill, then jumped from the pi­lot’s seat and ran

    back on­to the hill­top.




    “Re­mo, Chi­un. Come quick,” she called.




    When they got to her, she was kneel­ing over the shell hole. At the bot­tom of the hole, the

    groundwas glit­ter­ing. Chi­un reached in and pulled out a small pel­let.




    “Gold,” he said.




    “It’s the moun­tain! The gold moun­tain. This is it. Ya­hooooo,” Ter­ri yelled.




    They heard the whis­tle of an­oth­er shell. It hit on­ly 25 feet away and the con­cus­sion

    of the ex­plo­sion pitched Ter­ri on­to her back.




    She scram­bled to her feet and shook her fist in Moom­basa’s di­rec­tion.




    “It’s the gold moun­tain, you im­be­cile!”




    From his van­tage point be­low, Moom­basa saw on­ly a fig­ure on the edge of the hill

    shak­ing a fist at him.




    He picked up his loud­speak­er and bel­lowed, “Taunt me, En­glish­man? We will de­stroy you.

    Fire. Fire. Fire. Bury that hill in the dirt.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un helped Ter­ri Pom­fret back in­to the he­li­copter and she lift­ed the

    craft. It hov­ered for a mo­ment, and then swooped down along the far side of the moun­tain,

    out of sight of Moom­basa’s ar­tillery.




    “The id­iot’s go­ing to bury the hill,” Re­mo said.




    “Good. Then he’ll nev­er know the gold was there.”




    “And maybe our guys can sneak in some time and take it out and no­body’ll be the

    wis­er.”




    Chi­un was silent and Re­mo asked him, “Some­thing on your mind, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “Yes.”




    “What?”




    “The House of Sinan­ju owes an apol­ogy.”




    “To whom?” asked Re­mo.




    “To Puk. No more can he be called Puk the Liar. He told the truth.”




    “Good old Puk,” said Re­mo.




    “You know what must have hap­pened?” Ter­ri said. She was fly­ing the copter low now,

    bare­ly skim­ming tree tops, on her way to­ward the ocean. “When the Span­ish came, the

    Hamid­ians brought their gold out here and built that hill around it. Then they told the

    Span­ish that the gold had been sent all over the world. And no­body ev­er knew. The Span­ish

    mas­sa­cred the Hamid­ians and the se­cret died with them. It’s been sit­ting here all that

    time.”




    “Un­til now,” Re­mo said. “When that nut­cake is done, it won’t even be a smear.”




    “Maybe it’s best,” Ter­ri said. “Let the Hamid­ian leg­end die with them.”




    “I guess so,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s a lot of gold,” Chi­un said.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen




    Some­times things just seemed to work right, even when they start­ed out wrong.




    That thought oc­curred to Bar­ry Schweid, af­ter he re­ceived the tele­phone call from the

    mys­te­ri­ous pro­duc­er, Mr. Smith, to meet him right away at the of­fices of Uni­ver­sal

    Bindle Marmel­stein Mam­moth Glob­al Mag­nif­icent Pro­duc­tions Inc.




    But when Bar­ry went out­side, all four tires were flat on his 1971 Volk­swa­gen.




    But the bad luck turned good right away be­cause, just by chance, there was a cab parked in

    front of his house.




    The cab­bie was a dark-​haired young man who didn’t talk much. From the back seat, Schweid

    no­ticed that the driv­er had very thick wrists.




    He al­so no­ticed that the driv­er didn’t seem to know his way around Los An­ge­les too

    well, be­cause he couldn’t ev­er seen to find Wilshire Boule­vard.




    “Can’t you get me there?” Bar­ry Schweid said. “This is an im­por­tant meet­ing.”




    “Don’t wor­ry,” the driv­er said. “He’ll wait.”




    In­side Bar­ry Schweid’s home, Dr. Harold W. Smith had the tele­phone hookup in place. He

    had learned a les­son from the last fi­as­co of try­ing to move CURE’s records to St. Mar­tin

    Is­land. Nev­er again would he put all his eggs in one bas­ket.




    He lis­tened over the tele­phone for the sig­nals that in­di­cat­ed both re­ceivers were

    ready.




    Then he pressed the trans­mit switch­es on Schweid’s word pro­ces­sor com­put­er, and

    lis­tened as the tapes be­gan to whir.




    It took sev­en­teen min­utes for all CURE’s records to be trans­mit­ted across tele­phone

    lines to St. Mar­tin. And back to CURE head­quar­ters at Fol­croft. From here on in, CURE would

    main­tain dou­ble files.




    As the com­put­er con­tin­ued to whir, Smith al­lowed him­self a small smile. CURE was still

    op­er­at­ing; the bat­tle against Amer­ica’s en­emies had not yet been lost.




    Twen­ty-​sev­en min­utes lat­er, the taxi­cab pulled up to the curb.




    Schweid looked out the win­dow and squawked, “Hey. This is my house again. What are you

    do­ing?”




    The driv­er ig­nored him. He rolled down the front pas­sen­ger win­dow and called out: “Got

    him, Smit­ty.”




    As Schweid watched, a thin man in a three-​piece gray suit stepped from the bush­es

    along­side his front en­trance, walked quick­ly to the taxi, and got in­to the back­seat

    along­side Schweid.




    “You want me to drive, Smit­ty?” the cab­by said.




    “No. Just stay here.” The gray-​suit­ed man turned to Schweid. “I’m Mr. Smith.”




    “Well, I’m re­al­ly glad to” But be­fore he




    could ex­tend his hand, Schweid was cut off by Smith.




    “You should know this,” Smith said. “Bindle and Marmel­stein are plan­ning to steal your

    screen­play. They’ve al­ready tried to sell it to me.”




    “My as­sas­sin movie?” asked Schweid.




    “Right,” Smith said. “Ac­cord­ing to them, they’ve got it tied up tight.”




    “I’ll burn it be­fore I let it be stolen,” Schweid said.




    “That’s just what I want you to do,” Smith said. “I want you to go in­side your house and

    erase that screen­play from your com­put­er. Wipe the tapes clean. And there’ll be a check for

    you in the mail to­mor­row.”




    “I knew it was too good to be true,” Schweid said. “I just knew that movie would nev­er be

    made. I’m go­ing to de­stroy the screen­play right now. And all that oth­er stuff I’ve got in

    my ma­chine.”




    “Good,” said Smith.




    Schweid start­ed out of the cab. “It didn’t have a chance,” he said. “I knew that.”




    The cab­driv­er said, “What do you mean? It didn’t have a chance?”




    “It was just too far­fetched and too un­be­liev­able,” Schweid said. “A su­perkiller

    work­ing for the gov­ern­ment. No one would buy that.”




    “I guess you’re right,” said Re­mo Williams as Schweid left the cab and walked to­ward his

    house.




    Af­ter he had gone in­side, Re­mo turned around from the driv­er’s seat and said to Smith,

    “Sup­pose he doesn’t wipe his tapes clean?”




    “It doesn’t mat­ter,” Smith said. “I al­ready did. There’s noth­ing left on them. And he

    just didn’t have any idea of what the in­for­ma­tion was. He’s harm­less.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “Where to?”




    “Let’s go see Bindle and Marmel­stein,” Smith said.




    Hank Bindle and Bruce Marmel­stein smiled in uni­son as Mr. Smith walked in­to the of­fice,

    fol­lowed by a dark-​haired young man in a black t-​shirt and chi­nos.




    “Mr. Smith, I pre­sume,” said Marmel­stein, ex­tend­ing a hand in greet­ing.




    “I want Schweid’s screen­plays,” Smith said cold­ly.




    “Which one?” said Marmel­stein.




    “All of them.”




    “You’re go­ing to pro­duce them all?” asked Bindle.




    “Yes,” said Smith. “I want my cre­ative peo­ple to read them over first. Then the three of

    us will have a meet­ing to dis­cuss them. And the price.”




    “Okay,” said Marmel­stein. “We’ll give a meet­ing.” He point­ed to Re­mo. “Who’s he?”




    “He’s my cre­ative peo­ple,” said Smith. “Do some­thing cre­ative.”




    Re­mo cre­ative­ly broke Marmel­stein’s mar­ble desk top in half.




    The two part­ners hand­ed Smith a pack­et of screen­plays.




    “They’re all in here,” Bindle said. “Ev­ery one of them.”




    Smith glanced through them to make sure the one he want­ed was there. He saw the ti­tle:

    Loves of an As­sas­sin.




    “Did you two read these?” Smith asked.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, no,” said Bindle.




    “Why not?” asked Smith.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, we don’t read,” said Marmel­stein.




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “Then ac­tu­al­ly you don’t die.”




    Smith turned to­ward the door and Re­mo fol­lowed him.




    Bindle called out: “Mr. Smith. When you see that Ham­let script, you’re go­ing to love it.

    And we can do it for you. Ev­ery step of the way. We Can give you the great­est Ham­let of all

    time.”




    “With tits,” said Marmel­stein.
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