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    Chapter One




    Be­fore there was an Out Is­land Spa owned by Del Ray Pro­mo­tions, be­fore there was a

    Ba­hami­an gov­ern­ment, be­fore there was the black slave or the British col­oniz­er, back

    when the lit­tle Out Is­lands were too small to both­er with, even for the Carib In­di­ans, and

    the beach­es were tru­ly-​as cen­turies lat­er, ad­ver­tise­ments would say “with­out

    foot­prints,” there came to what would one day be known as Lit­tle Ex­uma Is­land a foot.




    The foot was in a sil­ver bro­cade slip­per and be­fore it touched the sandy beach a

    ser­vant tried to place a gold car­pet be­neath it. The ser­vant was waved away and so was the

    car­pet as the roy­al feet were joined by oth­ers, wear­ing bronze and steel shin

    pro­tec­tors.




    They were the feet of sol­diers and quick­ly they spread out, be­yond the beach, in­to

    un­der­brush, scar­ing birds to flight and send­ing lizards scur­ry­ing to holes in the sparse

    white coral rocks. Nei­ther the birds nor the lizards had ev­er seen men be­fore, least of all

    men with glis­ten­ing chest­plates and hel­mets, swords at the ready and spears pok­ing bush­es

    and shak­ing the low-​grow­ing scrub trees.




    On the beach, the prince shook off his slip­pers and pressed his bare feet in­to the pure

    white sand. He had nev­er seen sand this white or a sea as turquoise blue be­fore, and in the

    last few years he had seen many seas.




    He looked back at his great roy­al barks, an­chored in the shel­tered cove, each with the

    sin­gle great sail, now on­ly white, but once em­broi­dered with the crossed swords of his

    roy­al fam­ily to pro­claim its pres­ence and pow­ers.




    But the crossed-​swords crest had been shame­ful­ly un­stitched years be­fore on dif­fer­ent

    seas as his men tried to dis­guise who he was. Even his stan­dards had been re­moved from the

    prow of the boats and if his barks had not been so large, they could have be­longed to any

    com­mon mer­chant from any port in the world.




    “Do you think here?” one of his lords asked the prince.




    “Bring me the maps and my nav­iga­tor.”




    The nav­iga­tor was rowed from the main bark, wine-​sot­ted and weep­ing. One of the

    no­ble­men read­ied his ivory-​pom­meled sword, sure that his prince would de­mand the

    nav­iga­tor’s head.




    Two lords helped the weav­ing strick­en man to stand. An­oth­er gath­ered the leather-​bound

    tubes which held the maps. The iron breast­plates and hel­mets, so good against ar­row and

    spear, burned the flesh in this strange sun. By ev­ery lord’s cal­cu­la­tion, they knew it was

    win­ter, but there were no snows here, not even cold winds, just the burn­ing sun and the scrub

    brush and that strange turquoise sea.




    “The maps were use­less, your Majesty,” sobbed the nav­iga­tor.




    “Let us make sure of that,” said the prince. The parch­ment maps, each pro­tect­ed by a thin

    wax coat­ing, were laid out on the sand and held down by flat heavy swords at each cor­ner.

    Some of the lords, see­ing their pas­sage on these maps, felt the an­guish of lost homes and

    lost lands. They saw on the map the great city of Rome. They had been guests there of the great

    Au­gus­tus Cae­sar, em­per­or and god. They had been un­der his pro­tec­tion.




    And of course his pro­tec­tion had been use­less too.




    On an­oth­er map was the civ­ilized Chi­na. They all re­mem­bered the courts of the Tang

    Dy­nasty. For an en­tire case of jew­els, such as even the Tang em­per­or had nev­er seen, they

    had been grant­ed sanc­tu­ary with­in his palace walls.




    But af­ter just a few days, the Tang em­per­or had re­turned the jew­els and told them to

    leave. “Are you ad­mit­ting, great Em­per­or, that you do not rule in your own court­yards?”

    their prince had asked. “For if you are afraid of one man-​any man-​then you do not rule in

    your king­dom.” The Tang court was hushed at such ef­fron­tery to their em­per­or, but the

    em­per­or had on­ly laughed.




    “You be­lieve that?” asked the em­per­or.




    “I do,” said the prince, righ­teous­ly.




    “You still be­lieve that, af­ter all that has hap­pened to you?”




    “I do.”




    “Then let me give you more wis­dom, Prince, be­cause your throne-​which you do not sit on

    any longer-​was once al­most as grand as ours,” said the em­per­or. “When it is cold, one is

    not a cow­ard to put on furs. When it is hot, it does not take fear to put on a shade hat. A

    man can rule on­ly what a man can rule. Oth­er­wise, he winds up as some who are too pride­ful,

    flee­ing from one king­dom to an­oth­er, with­out a throne, with­out lands, like a beg­gar on a

    dusty road.”




    An­gri­ly, the prince had re­spond­ed. “If one man fright­ens you so much, my Em­per­or,

    then sit for­ev­er on your throne. At his in­dul­gence and at his whim.”




    Now ev­ery­one in the court knew such an in­sult would call for be­head­ing, but the

    em­per­or had smiled again and ev­er so soft­ly said:




    “Your life is not mine to take. I leave that to my friend who is your en­emy.”




    And so the prince and his lords had left the court of the Tangs too. And now their hel­mets

    burned their flesh in the month the Ro­mans called Jan­uary af­ter the god janus. Foot

    sol­diers came back from the un­der­brush.




    “He is not here, my lord,” they called out.




    A white-​bel­lied gull cawed as it low­ered it­self to a piece of gray drift­wood. They all

    wait­ed for the or­ders to re­move their burn­ing hel­mets. There were two hun­dred men now.

    When they had start­ed, there were fif­teen thou­sand.




    When they had start­ed, they all ex­pect­ed to re­turn to their prince’s palace with­in a

    week or two. Af­ter all, it was on­ly one man. And one man, of course, had his lim­its, hadn’t

    he? Their prince was all-​pow­er­ful, wasn’t he?




    And their prince was right. The man had to be shown that he was just a hireling, scarce­ly

    more wor­thy of re­spect than a car­pen­ter or a jew­el­er or a physi­cian. Af­ter all, what

    did that man do that a com­mon sol­dier could not do?




    What their prince had nev­er told any of them was that he could have kept his king­dom for

    just a sim­ple sack of gold, on­ly a frac­tion of what the Tang em­per­or had re­fused from

    them or on­ly a small part of what the Ro­mans took as just a gift to pro­vide brief

    sanc­tu­ary.




    The prince could have paid. In­deed, he owed it. But Prince Wo had found that out on­ly

    lat­er, when it was too late.




    He had hired, on the high­est rec­om­men­da­tions, an as­sas­sin re­put­ed to be so good

    that his work was at an en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent lev­el from any­thing that had ev­er been seen

    be­fore. The word was that this lit­tle vil­lage in the coun­try known as Ko­rea had pro­vid­ed

    as­sas­sins for cen­turies, but on­ly now were they be­com­ing re­al­ly pop­ular west of Chi­na

    and the back­ward and bar­bar­ic Japan.




    “You have got to try one,” said a courtier. “They are won­der­ful. No ex­cus­es. No rea­sons

    why they fail. They just don’t fail.”




    At the time Prince Wo did have a prob­lem. His broth­er was hun­gri­ly eye­ing his throne

    and was al­so build­ing an army, too large an army just to de­fend his lim­it­ed lands. Yet

    Prince Wo could not kill him un­til he start­ed an at­tack, and his broth­er was not ready to

    start an at­tack un­til he had a good chance of win­ning it.




    A quandary which could best be solved by his broth­er’s death, and what Prince Wo want­ed

    was for his broth­er to die by un­known hands.




    “I want no one to be able to point a fin­ger to this throne and say we were re­spon­si­ble

    for our broth­er’s death,” he told the as­sas­sin when he fi­nal­ly ar­rived at Prince Wo’s

    court.




    “You may be­gin com­pos­ing the fu­ner­al dirge, your Majesty,” said the as­sas­sin with a

    very low bow.




    But the next day, Prince Wo’s broth­er died in a fall from one of the para­pets of his

    cas­tle and the prince dis­missed the as­sas­sin, no longer need­ing his ser­vices.




    “Your Majesty,” said the as­sas­sin. “Your broth­er’s death was my ser­vices.”




    “He fell,” said Prince Wo.




    “You said you did not wish to ap­pear to be be­hind his death.”




    “His death was an ac­ci­dent. It was a sign of the gods that I should not be op­posed on

    this earth. I do not pay as­sas­sins for a gift from the gods.”




    “Your Majesty, I come from a small vil­lage, a poor vil­lage which if it did not get the

    trib­utes giv­en my ser­vices would starve. Should it be­come thought that these trib­utes did

    not have to be paid, not on­ly those liv­ing to­day in my vil­lage would starve but so would

    those to come in the fu­ture. So, your Majesty, giv­ing full obei­sance to your glo­ry,

    nev­er­the­less, I in­sist that I be paid, and paid pub­licly.”




    “I rule here,” said Prince Wo.




    “And great­ly,” said the as­sas­sin. “But I must be paid.”




    Prince Wo flicked his fin­gers and guards came for­ward to re­move the as­sas­sin who had

    the ef­fron­tery to use the word “must” in front of his roy­al high­ness.




    But the as­sas­sin moved as smooth as a stream through their arms and with­out guid­ance

    left the throne room.




    In the morn­ing, the prince’s fa­vorite con­cu­bine was found dead from a fall. The court

    physi­cian felt the bones and said that in­deed she must have fall­en a hun­dred feet. Yet she

    had been found ly­ing on the floor along­side the king’s bed.




    The mes­sage was clear. There was not the slight­est pos­si­bil­ity that the prince’s

    broth­er had fall­en ac­ci­den­tal­ly. The as­sas­sin had sent his mes­sage. He want­ed to be

    paid.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, the en­tire court now knew what had hap­pened be­cause falling from a bed

    and break­ing ev­ery bone in one’s body was not some­thing that could be kept se­cret,

    es­pe­cial­ly when it was the prince’s fa­vorite con­cu­bine and it was the prince’s bed she

    fell from. They all knew now what the prince knew. His broth­er had not died by ac­ci­dent and

    the as­sas­sin had de­mand­ed pay­ment.




    The prince sent a dis­creet couri­er to the as­sas­sin with not on­ly the pay­ment, but

    dou­ble the pay­ment. In­side the bag was a note:




    “O Great As­sas­sin. I can­not al­low my throne to be dis­graced by seem­ing to be forced to

    pay you. If I am forced to do any­thing, then how can I be said to rule? Find dou­ble the

    agreed-​up­on pay­ment. The first part is for your ser­vice; the sec­ond to kill the couri­er,

    keep­ing his si­lence and yours.”




    The couri­er re­turned alive with the sacks emp­ty and with the as­sas­sin’s de­mand.

    Pay­ment must be made to him pub­licly.




    “Nev­er,” said Prince Wo. “If I am afraid of any man in my king­dom, then I do not rule. He

    does.” He called his war coun­cil to­geth­er and ex­plained what the prob­lem was. The

    great­est gen­er­al among them point­ed out that they were used to fight­ing armies, not

    as­sas­sins. Each army had its own spe­cial weak­ness. But none knew the weak­ness of this

    as­sas­sin.




    The gen­er­al de­vised what he called the sev­en-​sid­ed death. Each way of death would be

    in­scribed on a stone. The first stone called for the sword; the sec­ond for poi­son; the third

    for treach­ery, and so on, un­til the sev­enth stone. If all the first six failed, then and

    on­ly would the sev­enth stone be used.




    “Why not use it first?” asked the prince.




    Now the gen­er­al was old and had fought many bat­tles even be­fore the prince was born.

    Un­like oth­er war­riors, he did not lead his men just by jump­ing on a horse be­fore them, but

    was known to think. He would spend weeks and months alone, think­ing about the ways of war, and

    while he was a frail man, he had nev­er lost a bat­tle. Even the most fear­some war­riors bowed

    to the wis­dom of his mind.




    When he an­swered, he spoke slow­ly be­cause ev­ery­thing he knew came from the work his

    mind had done.




    “For ev­ery strength,” he said, “there is a weak­ness. If the six ways fail, then the

    sev­enth will tell you the weak­ness of your en­emy. The prob­lem with most bat­tles is that

    the gen­er­al comes in with on­ly one plan and if that fails, he fails. The sev­enth stone will

    be the in­vin­ci­ble way, but must on­ly be used should the oth­er six fail.”




    As a pre­cau­tion, the prince and his lords and his army moved out of the city in­to an

    en­camp­ment on a flat plain where no en­emy could hide. Ev­ery sol­dier was is­sued a sword,

    for the sword was the way of the first stone. The gen­er­al him­self stood guard out­side

    Prince Wo’s tent.




    In the morn­ing, the gen­er­al was found dead with ev­ery bone in his body bro­ken.




    The first stone was shat­tered and Prince Wo and his army and lords moved off in­to a

    val­ley where food was scarce. He or­dered his men to poi­son ev­ery berry, ev­ery bush and

    well and grain, keep­ing their own foods safe, hid­den in­side their cloth­ing. There they

    wait­ed for the as­sas­sin, with the knowl­edge that in just a few days, he would be dead and

    they would be re­turn­ing to the palace.




    In the morn­ing, Prince Wo’s pet fal­con was found dead at the base of his perch with ev­ery

    bone in his body bro­ken.




    Through the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth stones they fled. Bagh­dad, Rome, the land of

    the bar­bar­ic Scythi­ans with strange yel­low hair. Even the fa­vorite mount of the Scythi­an

    king was killed in the same man­ner, ev­ery bone bro­ken.




    They were down to the last stone when Prince Wo with his re­main­ing war­riors or­dered all

    the roy­al barks to pro­vi­sion and they sailed west­ward, car­ry­ing the stone sealed be­neath

    his very bed. When they were a month out of sight of land, he or­dered all the stan­dards

    thrown over­board and the em­broi­dered crossed swords on the sails re­moved, stitch by stitch,

    from ex­is­tence.




    It was then that the nav­iga­tor be­gan to weep and drink and could not be stopped. When

    fi­nal­ly they sailed in­to the turquoise-​blue sea, the prince or­dered the lit­tle fleet to

    an­chor, and when it was shown no liv­ing thing was on the is­land, the prince or­dered the

    nav­iga­tor to come to shore with all the maps.




    “Can any­one find this is­land or this sea?” Prince Wo asked.




    “Your Majesty,” weeped the nav­iga­tor. “No one will ev­er find this is­land or this sea. We

    have sailed off the very maps of the world.”




    “Good,” said the prince. “Bring the sev­enth stone and bury it here.” He or­dered the men to

    take off their burn­ing hel­mets and throw them in­to the sea. When the stone, with its

    in­scrip­tion on the sev­enth way to kill the as­sas­sin, ar­rived wrapped in silk, he or­dered

    the ships to be burned where they were an­chored.




    “Your Majesty, why didn’t you try the sev­enth way? Why didn’t we at least try the sev­enth

    stone be­fore we threw away our stan­dards and shame­ful­ly re­moved the sign of the roy­al

    swords from your sails?”




    Prince Wo said soft­ly, “Is not the sev­enth stone the strongest way to over­come our

    en­emy?”




    “Then why not use it, your Majesty? Swords failed, poi­sons failed. The great pit near Rome

    failed. Do you think, your Majesty, that the sev­enth way will fail?”




    “No,” said Prince Wo and looked out on those who had come with him so many thou­sands of

    miles, who would nev­er see the palace again. “It will not fail. This will be the way to kill

    the as­sas­sin. This was the way to be used when the oth­ers failed. It is the most bril­liant

    way.”




    “Why didn’t we use it? Why didn’t we use it first?” he was asked.




    Prince Wo smiled. “Would you all have come with me, in boats shorn of em­blems, with

    stan­dards sur­ren­dered to the sea like a re­treat­ing navy? Would you have sailed will­ing­ly

    off the maps of civ­ilized men to an is­land like this where we rule on­ly birds and lizards?

    Would you have done any of those things at the out­set, will­ing­ly at the out­set?”




    Ev­ery­one heard the waves, soft and steady, break­ing on the pure white beach.




    “But, your Majesty. If we had tried the method of the sev­enth stone, at the be­gin­ning, we

    would not have had to flee.”




    Wo smiled again.




    “Son,” he said, ad­dress­ing his sub­ject warm­ly. “This is the sev­enth way and I promise

    you will de­stroy that house of as­sas­sins.”




    “When will he come?”




    “Ah, that is the se­cret of the sev­enth stone,” said the prince and kicked off his

    bro­cad­ed slip­pers and wore on­ly a cloth around his loins as was most com­fort­able in this

    strange win­ter with­out snow.




    Some thought that the sum­mer would have snow, but it didn’t. It got even hot­ter. Their

    skins browned and the years passed and wan­der­ing Carib In­di­ans came and then the British

    and with them slaves to har­vest the salt from flats flood­ed by the turquoise sea. And the

    is­lands be­came known as the Ba­hamas.




    And one day, a steam shov­el, crack­ing the coral ground for a con­do­mini­um

    de­vel­op­ment, lift­ed up a smooth pink mar­ble stone with en­grav­ing.




    Shreds of tat­tered silk fell from it as it saw light for the first time in al­most two

    thou­sand years. No one could make out the writ­ing, not even the own­er of Del Ray

    Pro­mo­tions Inc. of Lit­tle Ex­uma.




    “It ain’t a curse, is it? Be­cause if it’s an old curse, then, you know, for­get it

    al­ready. It goes back in the ground. Screw the In­di­ans.” This from the ma­jor part­ner of

    Del Ray to the lin­guis­tics pro­fes­sor he had brought down from the States.




    “No, no. It’s noth­ing to do with Carib In­di­an. I would swear it’s a form of

    In­do-​Eu­ro­pean.”




    “We own this beach­front. It’s ours. The Brits have been out of here for years.”




    “No. It’s be­fore the En­glish lan­guage.”




    “Over a hun­dred years?” said the de­vel­op­er, who had nev­er made it through high school

    and, as a form of com­pen­sa­tion, liked to hire at least a dozen Ph.D’s a year for var­ious

    projects. Not for big mon­ey, of course. Big mon­ey was for his girl­friends and big­ger mon­ey

    was for the pri­vate de­tec­tives who found out about it on be­half of his wife.




    “Well over a thou­sand years,” the pro­fes­sor said.




    “What does it say?”




    “I don’t know. We may nev­er be able to trans­late it.”




    There were, how­ev­er, two peo­ple who trans­lat­ed it al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. The sales

    man­ag­er for Del Ray said the stone promised peace, beau­ti­ful sun­sets, and a re­sale val­ue

    so un­be­liev­able that on­ly an­cient In­do-​Eu­ro­pean could de­scribe it.




    And Regi­nald Woburn III, called in by his fa­ther from a po­lo match to read the

    in­scrip­tion on a pho­to­graph of the stone, did it too. Not as eas­ily as the sales man­ag­er

    who was mak­ing up a sales pitch, but la­bo­ri­ous­ly, step by step, pick­ing his way

    care­ful­ly through the sym­bols of a lan­guage he had learned but nev­er used. He sat in the

    dark pol­ished room of the Woburn es­tate in Palm Beach and saw let­ters that he had learned as

    a child, when his fa­ther ex­plained to him that the Jews had He­brew, his Ro­man Catholic

    friends used to have Latin, and the Woburns had a lan­guage too.




    “But, Dad­dy,” Regi­nald had said. “Oth­er peo­ple use their lan­guages. No­body us­es this

    lan­guage but the Woburns.”




    “And the Wolin­skys. And von Wol­lochs and the de Wol­li­ues and the Worths,” his fa­ther

    had said.




    “What sort of a lan­guage is that where you can on­ly talk to a few hun­dred peo­ple?”

    Regi­nald had asked.




    “Ours, son,” his fa­ther had said. And since he was a Woburn and it was some­thing his

    fa­ther had done and his fa­ther’s fa­ther had done and ev­ery­one had done way back even

    be­fore their name had be­come Woburn, Regi­nald Woburn III learned the lan­guage. Which was

    not too much to ask, con­sid­er­ing that the rest of his life was to be spent in po­lo and

    bridge and yacht­ing.




    Now, in his prime, a full sev­en-​goal po­lo play­er, Regi­nald was go­ing through those old

    mark­ings again.




    It was gloomy in the main study. There was a rea­son for that. The light had to be fil­tered

    through dark win­dows. The rest of the world was sun­ny and gay and there were at least three

    de­li­cious young ladies wait­ing for Regi­nald, and just as he did at twelve years of age, he

    picked la­bo­ri­ous­ly through the let­ters.




    Regi­nald was a dark­ly hand­some young man in his twen­ties with high cheek­bones and eyes

    that looked like black mar­bles. He was ath­let­ic but he nev­er strained at it. When a coach

    had once told him, “No pain, no gain,” Regi­nald had an­swered, “And no me.”




    This lan­guage had al­ways been a net­tling nui­sance and he had hoped that it was

    some­thing that was be­hind him. But here he was again.




    He iden­ti­fied his verbs, his nouns, his prop­er nouns.




    So typ­ical of this lan­guage, the in­scrip­tion on the stone in­clud­ed the word “stone.”

    The lan­guage took the ob­vi­ous and made it stupid. Not on­ly was the in­scrip­tion on the

    stone, it had to tell you it was on the stone.




    “Sev­en times,” said Regi­nald with his fin­ger on the word in the pho­to­graph of the

    in­scrip­tion. “No,” his fa­ther said. “Sev­enth stone.”




    “Right,” Regi­nald said. “Sev­enth stone.” He prayed that he was not go­ing to have to read

    six oth­ers. He was get­ting thirsty but he knew one nev­er al­lowed the ser­vants around when

    you read the lan­guage.




    There were six oth­er stones, ac­cord­ing to the in­scrip­tion. The first was the stone of

    the sword and then the poi­son and so forth, through all man­ner of may­hem, in­clud­ing a pit

    some­where.




    Regi­nald looked up. Dad­dy was smil­ing. There­fore, Regi­nald could as­sume he was

    trans­lat­ing cor­rect­ly. At least this was more in­ter­est­ing than most of the writ­ings

    which had to do with the fam­ily of some Prince Wo and pithy lit­tle say­ings like “If you fear

    some­one, you nev­er rule.” This in­scrip­tion told about set­ting a trap, a trap through

    his­to­ry. It was a trap to kill some­one named Sinan­ju.




    “No. Not a per­son, a vil­lage,” his fa­ther said.




    “But it’s a per­son sign here,” said Regi­nald.




    “Per­son or per­sons from Sinan­ju.”




    “Right,” Regi­nald said weari­ly. “Per­son or per­sons from Sinan­ju. Kill them.”




    “Good,” said his fa­ther. “Now you know what you have to do.”




    “Me? I’m a po­lo play­er.”




    “You’re a Woburn. That in­scrip­tion is your in­struc­tion.”




    “I’ve nev­er killed any­one in my life,” Regi­nald said.




    “Then you can’t be sure you won’t like it.”




    “I’m sure I won’t,” Regi­nald said.




    “You don’t know if you don’t try, Reg­gie.”




    “Isn’t killing il­le­gal?” Regi­nald asked.




    “This thing you must do was writ­ten for us and for you be­fore any laws of any coun­try now

    ex­ist­ing on earth,” said his fa­ther. “Be­sides, you’re go­ing to love it.”




    “How do you know?”




    “Read on.”




    Regi­nald Woburn III picked his way through the lines of let­ters, see­ing the thoughts

    be­come more in­tri­cate, see­ing a stun­ning log­ic in a peo­ple dis­ap­pear­ing from the face

    of the earth on­ly to re­turn in dis­guise to de­liv­er the fi­nal and vic­to­ri­ous blow.




    It was sort of chal­leng­ing in a way and even though the oth­er pre­dic­tions of the stone

    had come true about how the is­land would be found by oth­ers and how Wo’s de­scen­dants would

    move out dis­guised in the stream of hu­man­ity that came to the is­lands, Regi­nald could not

    quite be­lieve the last pre­dic­tion: that the first son of the first son of the di­rect line

    would, from a life of skilled idle­ness, be­come the great­est killer the world had ev­er

    known.




    Of course, that would re­quire elim­inat­ing all those who were the best now.




    It was a game af­ter all, Regi­nald rea­soned. He did not know yet how much he was go­ing to

    en­joy the blood of oth­ers.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and he was go­ing to make sure the man’s chil­dren were on hand. With no

    oth­er chil­dren would he ev­er do this, but this man had to see his chil­dren’s faces look­ing

    at him. It was the way the man had killed. It had earned him this mag­nif­icent es­tate in

    Coral Gables, Flori­da, with the elec­tri­fied Cy­clone fence sur­round­ing lawns like car­pets

    on which sat, like some gross jew­el, a mag­nif­icent white build­ing with or­ange tile roof.

    It was a ha­cien­da in Amer­ica, built on nee­dles and snorts and death, the death of chil­dren

    too.




    Re­mo saw the tele­vi­sion cam­eras pace their scans over the chain-​link fence. Their

    me­chan­ical rhythms were so steady, so dull, so avoid­able. Why these peo­ple trust­ed

    tech­nol­ogy in­stead of the na­tive vi­cious­ness which had made them rich, Re­mo could not

    fath­om. He wait­ed, stock-​still, un­til the cam­era caught him full face. Then he slow­ly

    moved a fore­fin­ger over his own throat and smiled. When the cam­era sud­den­ly stopped and

    moved back to him and stayed on him, he smiled again and mouthed the words:




    “You die.”




    That would do for open­ers. Then he went to the front gate where a large fat man sat in a

    booth, chew­ing some­thing with enough gar­lic and pep­pers to fu­mi­gate the Colos­se­um at

    Rome.




    “Hey, you. What you want?” said the man. He had a dark lit­tle mus­tache un­der his wide

    nose. His hair was thick and black like that of most Colom­bians. Even though he was just a

    guard at the gate, he was prob­ably a broth­er or a cousin of the own­er of the Coral Gables

    es­tate.




    “I want to kill your pa­tron and I want his chil­dren to see it,” said Re­mo. He might have

    been mis­tak­en for In­di­an him­self with the high cheek­bones and dark eyes. Yet his skin was

    pale. His nose was ar­row straight and thin, as were his lips. On­ly his thick wrists might

    have drawn spe­cial at­ten­tion. But the guard was not notic­ing the wrists. He had been told

    from the main house that a trou­ble­mak­er was mak­ing strange signs at the cam­eras and he had

    been told to take care of him.




    He was told to be rea­son­able. You asked nice­ly first, and then if the man didn’t go, you

    broke his feet with a pipe. Then you called the po­lice and an am­bu­lance and they took him

    away. Maybe if he was re­al fresh, you broke his mouth too.




    “Get out­ta here,” said Gon­za­lez y Gon­za­lez y Gon­za­lez. That count­ed as the sec­ond

    warn­ing. He was to give three. Gon­za­lez kept two fin­gers pressed against the lit­tle

    trans­mit­ter in­side his booth. That way he wouldn’t lose count. He had one more warn­ing to

    go.




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “What?”




    “I’m not go­ing. I’m here to fin­ish your pa­tron,” Re­mo said. “I am go­ing to kill him and

    hu­mil­iate him. I’ve been told his chil­dren are here al­so.”




    “What?” grunt­ed Gon­za­lez. It must be three by now. He reached for the man’s neck.

    Sud­den­ly his large hands left the trans­mit­ter and froze there in front of the man’s neck.

    Gon­za­lez looked at his hands. The fin­gers he had been count­ing with were out there in

    midair. He had lost his place and now he wasn’t sure if it had been three warn­ings or not.




    “Hey, how many times I tell you to get out of here?” Gon­za­lez asked. Maybe the stranger

    would re­mem­ber.




    “I’m not leav­ing. I’ve got busi­ness with your pa­tron.”‘




    “No, no,” said Gon­za­lez. “I want to know ex­act­ly how many times I warned you to get

    out­ta here. What was it? One? Was it two?”




    “I don’t know,” said Re­mo. “There was the first ‘get out­ta here.’ “




    “Right. Thass one.”




    “I think there was an­oth­er,” Re­mo said.




    “Okay. Three,” Gon­za­lez said.




    “No, that’s two,” Re­mo said.




    “So you got one more.”




    “For what?” said Re­mo.




    “For the three times I warn you be­fore the sur­prise,” said Gon­za­lez. He was be­ing

    cun­ning. “Okay, here comes the third. Get you ass out­ta here be­fore I break you feet.”




    “No,” said Re­mo. Gon­za­lez went for the ham­mer. He liked to hear bones break, liked to

    feel them give way to a good sol­id swing. Gon­za­lez reached his free hand to grab the

    in­so­lent stranger while he swung the ham­mer to­ward the groin. There was a strange light

    feel­ing to the hand that gripped the stranger and that was be­cause it wasn’t grip­ping

    any­thing any­more. It was gone, and the stranger didn’t seem to move.




    But Gon­za­lez’s left arm end­ed at a gush­ing stump. Then the win­dow shield of his guard

    booth closed and the door opened and he saw where his hand had gone. It came fly­ing back in­to

    his lap.




    He had not seen the stranger move be­cause the oth­er move­ment was so per­fect­ly

    sym­met­ri­cal with his own. He had on­ly seen the ham­mer. He could not per­ceive an

    in­cred­ible ve­loc­ity from the stranger’s hand, cut­ting through his wrist like a scis­sor

    sep­arat­ing break­fast sausage, sev­er­ing bone from bone with such awe­some speed that

    Gon­za­lez did not even have time to feel pain.




    There was on­ly the light­ness, and then the hand in his lap, and then ev­ery­thing be­came

    dark for­ev­er. He did not see the fin­ish­ing blow to his head. His last thought was a

    stun­ning clear vi­sion of re­al­ity. He saw a vi­sion of a trans­mit­ter in front of his eyes.

    He saw two fin­gers on it. He was at two. That was his place. Two warn­ings. He would

    re­mem­ber that if the sub­ject came up again.




    It didn’t.




    Re­mo felt the dogs be­fore he heard them or saw them. There was a way dogs had about them

    of be­ing un­leashed for an at­tack. Dogs were pack an­imals, and while they could be trained

    for oth­er things, they worked best in groups. On the oth­er hand, man had to be trained to

    work in a group. And then there were a few oth­er men, down through the cen­turies, who had

    been trained to ex­cel alone, to use all the phys­ical pow­ers that a man’s body could

    com­mand, and those were the ones who could sense dogs lop­ing across a vast lawn prepar­ing

    for an at­tack.




    Re­mo was one of those men. The on­ly oth­er was his train­er, and Re­mo’s train­ing had

    been so pure that he no longer had to think about the things he knew. To think about some­thing

    was not to know it. To do some­thing with­out know­ing how one did it was the full knowl­edge

    of one’s own body.




    The nor­mal hu­man body would tense when per­ceiv­ing an at­tack. That was be­cause it had

    suc­cumbed to the bad habit of us­ing mus­cles and strength. When the dogs set forepaws for the

    leap, Re­mo felt a soft­ness in the air, al­most as if watch­ing him­self. He let his left arm

    lev­el out by it­self with palm up­ward, catch­ing the un­der­bel­ly of the dog and

    pres­sur­ing slight­ly so that its leap went two feet too far, two feet above his head. He

    passed the oth­er two dogs, one at each side, like a mata­dor.




    From the win­dow of the great white house with the or­ange roof, a man watched through

    binoc­ulars. He rubbed the lens­es be­cause he was sure he had not seen what he had seen. If

    his binoc­ulars were not play­ing tricks, he had just seen his three prize at­tack dogs leap at

    a man and not on­ly miss, but seem to go right through him. The man did not change pace; nor

    did he change ex­pres­sion.




    There was Lobo, Rafael and Berser­ka, each with a blood kill in their mouths by the time

    their train­ing had been com­plet­ed, and they had run through that stranger.




    Was he car­ry­ing some­thing spe­cial?




    What could he car­ry? He wore on­ly a black T-​shirt and black slacks and loafers. He al­so

    wore a smile. Ap­par­ent­ly he knew he was be­ing watched be­cause he mouthed again the words:

    “You’re dead.”




    Lobo pulled up short on the lawn and, true to his great Dober­man heart, whirled to at­tack

    again. And this time it was as if he had run in­to a wall. He stopped. Flat. On the ground.

    Life­less. A use­less dog, thought the man with the binoc­ulars. Rafael would do bet­ter.

    Rafael had once ripped out a lum­ber­jack’s throat with one jerk of his mas­tiff neck.




    Rafael roared to­ward the man’s groin. Rafael roared right on by in two pieces. Mas­tiff’s

    mas­ter watched his dog die and thought: “All my life, I have been robbed by dog deal­ers. Let

    there be one day that does not be­tray Juan Valdez Gar­cia and then I will ad­mit there is

    jus­tice un­der heav­en.”




    Juan Valdez prayed rarely and nev­er with­out some prospect of suc­cess. He was not a man

    who would ask a fa­vor of the Almighty with­out be­liev­ing it was in the Almighty’s best

    in­ter­est to de­liv­er. Juan Valdez was not, af­ter all, some pa­thet­ic peas­ant who would

    ask for the im­pos­si­ble, like al­ter­ing an in­cur­able dis­ease.




    Juan al­lowed the Almighty a like­ly op­por­tu­ni­ty to per­form this ser­vice for him.

    Af­ter all, had he not twice placed gold can­dle­sticks in the church­es of Bo­go­ta and

    Popayan? He was not a man to treat God to mere cop­per.




    Hav­ing paid for ser­vices, Juan Valdez now ex­pect­ed those ser­vices to be re­turned. It

    was a sim­ple prayer that came from his lips, one that was hon­est and true:




    “God, I want that gringo in Berser­ka’s teeth. Or else I call­ing in the

    can­dle­sticks.”




    Juan fo­cused the binoc­ulars a bit more tight­ly. It would be good to see Berser­ka kill.

    She did not fin­ish off quick­ly, un­like his oth­er dogs, who went for the throat. Berser­ka

    could kill like a cat when she had a per­son help­less. Berser­ka, who had once shred­ded two

    men with ri­fles and sent a third flee­ing hand­less in­to the jun­gles in Juan’s ear­ly days

    of har­vest­ing co­ca leaf, now dart­ed to­ward the gringo’s an­kle. Berser­ka had teeth like a

    shark and haunch­es like a rhi­no. Her paws dug up lawn as she drove to­ward the man’s loafers.

    And then she twist­ed with the full weight of her body to jerk him off his feet.




    But she was twist­ing in air, a 180-pound dog bounc­ing around in the man’s hands like a

    pup­py. And he was stroking her bel­ly and he was say­ing some­thing Juan Valdez made out by

    lip-​read­ing. He was say­ing: “Nice dog­gy.”




    And then he put her down and she walked, tail wag­ging be­hind the heels she was sup­posed

    to have up­end­ed. Juan gasped. There was Berser­ka, who had chewed on more en­trails than he

    could count, hap­pi­ly walk­ing be­hind this man who had in­vad­ed his home. Juan did not care

    any­more where he was. It was his home. So what if it was in Amer­ica? It was his home and the

    ma­chine guns would have to be used.




    But his cousins protest­ed. A ma­chine gun might hit neigh­bor­ing es­tates. A ma­chine gun

    might car­ry shells to a hos­pi­tal a mile down the road. A ma­chine gun could do dam­age

    any­where. Why did Juan wish to use ma­chine guns in an Amer­ican sub­urb?




    “Be­cause I couldn’t lay my hands on an au­tom­ic bomb, es­tupi­do,” he said and

    per­son­al­ly su­per­vised the set­ting up of the fifty-​cal­iber ma­chine guns.




    The dead­ly spray chewed up his lawn, pul­ver­ized his beloved Berser­ka and left the man

    un­scathed. He was un­scathed, Juan was sure, be­cause he wasn’t there any­more. Like a mist

    that sud­den­ly goes when the sun ar­rives, he was gone. And then he was at the win­dow,

    with­out a mark on him.




    Juan Valdez would nev­er trust the Lord again. The Almighty de­served all those win­dows’

    mites he kept ask­ing for. If Juan lived through this day, he would take back the gold

    can­dle­sticks from the church­es in Bo­go­ta and Popayan.




    His stupid cousins were still fir­ing the ma­chine guns in­to the ex­pen­sive lawn when the

    man spoke.




    “I’ve come to see Juan Valdez,” said Re­mo. Juan point­ed to his stupid cousins.




    “Which one is Juan Valdez?” Re­mo asked.




    “They both are. Take them with my bless­ings and go,” said Juan.




    “I think you are.”




    “You’re right,” said Juan. He had not ex­pect­ed that to work. What could he say to a man

    who had killed his gate guard, de­stroyed his two fa­vorite dogs per­son­al­ly and the third

    prac­ti­cal­ly, and was now crack­ing the bones of his cousins as if they were lob­sters? New

    words came eas­ily to Juan Valdez and they were sin­cere.




    “Stranger, I don’t know who you are but you’re hired.”




    “I don’t work for dead men,” said Re­mo and grabbed Valdez by the back of his neck,

    press­ing the thick greasy hair in­to the skin. Juan saw dark­ness and felt pain and when the

    gringo asked for his chil­dren, he heard him­self to his own sur­prise an­swer­ing.




    Valdez was dragged like a sack of cof­fee beans in­to the chil­dren’s room, where the

    Ger­man gov­erness was dis­missed.




    There were Chico and Pa­co and Napoleon. “Chil­dren,” said the gringo. “This is your

    fa­ther. He has helped to bring a new form of death to Amer­ica’s shores. Your fa­ther doesn’t

    be­lieve in just killing wit­ness­es; he kills their wives and chil­dren. That is how your

    fa­ther kills.” Even as he said this, Re­mo felt the same rage he had felt when he heard that

    ten chil­dren and their moth­ers were slain in New York City in a dis­pute be­tween drug

    deal­ers. Re­mo had seen killing in the world, but not like this. Chil­dren had died in wars,

    but to use them as pre­cise tar­gets made his blood run cold and when he got this as­sign­ment,

    he knew ex­act­ly what he was go­ing to do.




    “Do you be­lieve that chil­dren should be killed in these drug wars?”




    Their lit­tle dark eyes grew larg­er with fear. They shook their heads.




    “Don’t you think that peo­ple who kill chil­dren are mier­da?” Re­mo asked, us­ing the

    Span­ish word for ex­cre­ment.




    They all nod­ded.




    “Your dad­dy kills chil­dren. What do you think he is?” And even as the first fright­ened

    hes­itant an­swers came from their lips, Re­mo fin­ished off Valdez, wip­ing his hands clean on

    the man’s shirt. And there were the chil­dren look­ing at their fa­ther, whose last vi­sion on

    earth had been that of his chil­dren say­ing he was less than dirt.




    And Re­mo felt un­clean. Why had he done it like that? He was just sup­posed to elim­inate

    Valdez and he felt un­clean now.




    He looked at the chil­dren and said, “I’m sor­ry.” What was he sor­ry about? His coun­try

    and the world were in­finite­ly bet­ter off with this man’s death. Valdez, by his bru­tal­ity,

    his slaugh­ter­ing of the fam­ilies of wit­ness­es, had re­mained free from the law. And this

    was Re­mo’s job. When the na­tion was threat­ened by those who could not be con­tained with­in

    the law, then the or­ga­ni­za­tion he worked for took care of things out­side the law. And he

    had done it. Al­most as or­dered. But no one had or­dered him to kill a man in front of his

    chil­dren. And there was some­thing worse: he had un­leashed all the old feel­ings he had grown

    up with, all the feel­ings he had been trained out of. “I’m sor­ry,” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “Hey,” said the old­est boy, the one called Napoleon. “That’s the busi­ness, ba­by. At least

    you didn’t kill the chil­dren. Let’s hear it for the hand­some gringo.”




    The two oth­er boys start­ed to ap­plaud.




    “And on your way out, kind gringo, would you please take Dad­dy? They tend to smell up the

    place af­ter a while.”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    The kid had a nice way of look­ing at things. Maybe Re­mo’s feel­ings were just a brief

    throw­back to his days be­fore train­ing. This anger sur­prised him, though. He wasn’t

    sup­posed to feel anger any­more, just a uni­ty with all the forces that made him work

    cor­rect­ly.




    Then why was he wor­ried? He had noth­ing to wor­ry about. Just a feel­ing, and feel­ings

    didn’t kill peo­ple. Of course, oth­er peo­ple weren’t so fine­ly tuned that even their

    emo­tions were ex­pect­ed to be syn­chro­nized with their move­ments and their breath­ing and

    their be­ing. It was al­most like a golfer who, if he fin­ished in a wrong po­si­tion,

    knew-​even with­out look­ing-​that he had hit the ball wrong.




    But, Re­mo told him­self, noth­ing had gone wrong. There­fore, noth­ing was wrong.




    And be­sides, on­ly he had to know about it. Noth­ing was wrong.




    Halfway across the coun­try, the last Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, sun source of all the mar­tial

    arts and de­fend­er of the Ko­re­an vil­lage of Sinan­ju, knew some­thing was wrong, and he

    wait­ed for Re­mo to re­turn.




    Chi­un, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, was in the Amer­ican city of Day­ton in the state of Ohio.

    Day­ton looked to Chi­un just like all oth­er Amer­ican cities with green signs and fine

    high­ways, just like Rome in the time of the Great Wang, the great­est of all Mas­ters of

    Sinan­ju. Chi­un had of­ten told Re­mo about the sim­ilar­ities be­tween serv­ing Rome, as did

    the Great Wang, and serv­ing Amer­ica.




    Of course, in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju, noth­ing was quite so strange as this coun­try

    which had giv­en birth to Re­mo.




    As Mas­ter, it was Chi­un’s re­spon­si­bil­ity to pass on the his­to­ry of his mas­ter­hood,

    just as it would some­day be Re­mo’s re­spon­si­bil­ity.




    Chi­un would not lie in writ­ing the his­to­ry of his reign be­cause that would be

    dan­ger­ous to oth­er Mas­ters who would fol­low and car­ry out the work as great as­sas­sins

    to the world. But he did not nec­es­sar­ily, when writ­ing his his­to­ries, in­clude all the

    facts. Such as the fact that Re­mo was not on­ly not born in Sinan­ju, and was not on­ly not

    Ko­re­an, but he was not even Ori­en­tal. He was a white and there­in was the prob­lem. Re­mo

    had been raised white, taught white and lived among whites un­til Chi­un had got­ten him with

    more then twen­ty-​five years of bad habits in­grained in him.




    In the many cen­turies of the as­sas­sins of Sinan­ju, each Mas­ter faced an oc­ca­sion­al

    time in which all that he had been trained to be would re­cede, on­ly to blos­som ful­ly again.

    A Mas­ter who had been raised in the vil­lage of Sinan­ju could deal with this be­cause, as a

    Ko­re­an child, he had been taught the game of hide.




    All the chil­dren of Sinan­ju knew that ev­ery so of­ten a Mas­ter would re­turn to his

    house and not again cross the thresh­old for a long time. He would stay there and it was the

    task of the vil­lage to tell ev­ery­one he had left and was off serv­ing some oth­er em­per­or

    or king.




    It was the game called hide. And ev­ery Sinan­ju-​trained Mas­ter knew that when his pow­ers

    were less and he had de­scend­ed from peak, he must hide and re­move him­self from ser­vice

    un­til it passed.




    But what would Re­mo know? What would he re­mem­ber? What white games were there to tell him

    what to do? Would he re­mem­ber where he was raised in that white Catholic or­phan­age? What

    games could the Church of Rome teach Re­mo that would pre­pare him for the mo­ment of com­ing

    down from his peak?




    How could he know that in feel­ing again old feel­ings that he had thought were buried he

    was be­ing giv­en a sig­nal to hide, to re­treat like a wound­ed an­imal un­til he was well

    again?




    These were the ques­tions the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, in Day­ton, Ohio, Unit­ed States, asked

    him­self. Be­cause he knew Re­mo’s prob­lem. He had seen the signs in Re­mo even though Re­mo

    hadn’t yet seen them. Odd­ly enough, the trou­ble be­gan when one felt per­fec­tion, a to­tal

    uni­ty of mind and thought and body.




    Re­mo had been hap­py be­fore he left and Chi­un had crit­icized him for it.




    “What’s wrong with feel­ing per­fect, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo had said.




    “To feel per­fect can be a lie,” Chi­un had said.




    “Not when you know it’s so,” Re­mo said.




    “From what place is the most dan­ger­ous fall?” asked Chi­un.




    “I know what both­ers you, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I’m hap­py.”




    “Why shouldn’t you be? You have been giv­en ev­ery­thing of Sinan­ju.”




    “So what is there to wor­ry about?” Re­mo had asked.




    “You have not been giv­en birth in Sinan­ju.”




    “My eyes are al­ways go­ing to be round,” Re­mo said.




    But it was not the eyes. It was the child­hood, and Chi­un had not giv­en so many years of

    his life to see it wast­ed now be­cause of an ac­ci­dent of birth. He knew what to do. He would

    use the Amer­ican tele­phone: Even if Re­mo didn’t know it, Chi­un knew it. Re­mo was in

    trou­ble.




    Chi­un’s move­ments were like molten glass, slow but with a sure­ness of flow that

    tran­scend­ed the nor­mal jerky move­ments of men. His long fin­ger­nails stretched from a

    gold­en ki­mono reach­ing for the black plas­tic thing on the ho­tel-​room ta­ble, the thing

    with the but­tons. He had parch­ment-​frail skin and wisps of white hair hung down over his

    ears. He looked el­der­ly, as old as sand, but his eyes danced like a fal­con on the soar.




    From his robe he took the prop­er codes that worked the thing that Amer­icans placed all

    over their coun­try. Their tele­phones. He was go­ing to work one. He was go­ing to save Re­mo

    from him­self.




    He did not even try to as­sume the essence of the in­stru­ment. He had tried that be­fore,

    sev­er­al times, and feel­ing noth­ing, sens­ing noth­ing, let it be. But now, this was the

    on­ly way to reach Em­per­or Smith, a white who was al­ways as re­mote as a far­away wall. He

    was a man, Chi­un tru­ly be­lieved, who was filled with a plan to seize the coun­try and the

    plan was ei­ther bril­liant or sheer lu­na­cy.




    Re­mo, in his in­no­cence, con­tin­ual­ly as­sured Chi­un that Smith had no plan for

    na­tion­al takeover. First, he said, Smith was not an em­per­or. He was sim­ply Dr. Harold W.

    Smith. Sec­ond, Re­mo said, both Smith and Re­mo worked for an or­ga­ni­za­tion they want­ed no

    one to know about. This or­ga­ni­za­tion en­abled the gov­ern­ment to work and en­abled the

    coun­try to sur­vive by work­ing out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion against the coun­try’s

    en­emies.




    Re­mo even showed Chi­un a copy of that doc­ument once. Chi­un had ad­mit­ted it was tru­ly

    beau­ti­ful with all its rights and pro­tec­tions, all its many ways of do­ing things to ex­alt

    its cit­izens.




    “Do you pray this of­ten?” Chi­un had said.




    “It’s not a prayer. It’s our ba­sic so­cial con­tract.”




    “I do not see your sig­na­ture, Re­mo, un­less of course you are re­al­ly John

    Han­cock.”




    “No, of course I’m not.”




    “Are you Thomas Jef­fer­son?” Chi­un asked.




    “No. They’re dead,” Re­mo said.




    “Well, if you didn’t sign it and Em­per­or Smith didn’t sign it and most peo­ple did not

    sign it, how can it be a ba­sic so­cial con­tract?”




    “Be­cause it is. And it’s beau­ti­ful. It’s what my coun­try is about, the coun­try that

    pays Sinan­ju for your ser­vices in train­ing me.”




    “They could not pay me for what I have taught you,” Chi­un said.




    “Well, it’s who I serve. And who Smit­ty serves. Do you un­der­stand?”




    “Of course. But when do we re­move the cur­rent Pres­ident for Em­per­or Smith?”




    “He is not an em­per­or. He serves the Pres­ident. “




    “Then when do we re­move the Pres­ident’s op­po­nent?” Chi­un asked, tru­ly try­ing to

    un­der­stand.




    “We don’t. The peo­ple do. They vote. They vote who they want to be Pres­ident.”




    “Then why have an as­sas­sin with the pow­er to re­move a Pres­ident or keep him in

    of­fice?” Chi­un had asked.




    Con­front­ed by ab­so­lute log­ic, Re­mo had giv­en up and Chi­un had copied the

    Con­sti­tu­tion in­to the his­to­ry of the House of Sinan­ju so that per­haps, one day in the

    fu­ture gen­er­ation, some­one in Sinan­ju would fig­ure out what these peo­ple were up to.




    Now on the Amer­ican in­stru­ment, Chi­un was reach­ing out for Em­per­or Smith. With these

    de­vices, the per­son speak­ing could be any­where. The next room or across the con­ti­nent.

    But Chi­un knew that Em­per­or Smith ruled from a place in the state of New York called Rye,

    and of­ten from an is­land called St. Maarten in the Caribbean. When he was there, Chi­un

    of­ten won­dered if he had been sent in­to ex­ile or was wait­ing for the Pres­ident to be

    re­moved from the throne, a ser­vice Sinan­ju would pro­vide on re­quest.




    Chi­un care­ful­ly pressed the num­bered code in­to the ma­chine. The ma­chine spoke back

    with lit­tle bip­ping gur­gles. There were many num­bers. There were many bips. One mis­take,

    one num­ber wrong­ly in­sert­ed, a six in­stead of a sev­en and the ma­chine would not

    work.




    Some­how in this coun­try, even the chil­dren of these un­gain­ly and ug­ly peo­ple seemed

    able to op­er­ate these num­ber codes to speak to oth­er un­gain­ly and ug­ly peo­ple.




    As Em­per­or Smith had ex­plained, the num­bers that he gave Chi­un would ac­ti­vate

    an­oth­er ma­chine that would not let peo­ple lis­ten in. How wise that was, es­pe­cial­ly for

    a fool who if he did not act soon against the Pres­ident, would be too old to en­joy the

    plea­sures of the throne.




    Sud­den­ly there was a ring­ing on the oth­er end. And the voice that an­swered was that of

    Smith. Chi­un had done it. He had mas­tered the ma­chine with the codes, the codes of the

    Amer­icans.




    “I have done it,” Chi­un said in tri­umph.




    “Yes, you have, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. What can I do for you?” Smith asked.




    “We have great dan­gers, O wise Em­per­or.”




    “What’s the prob­lem?”




    “There are times when Re­mo is at his height. And times when he is not, when he is low.

    Nev­er so low that he is a bad prod­uct; that I can as­sure you. But I am look­ing out for your

    longer-​term in­ter­est, Em­per­or Smith.”




    “What are you say­ing?”




    “Not that you will not be pro­tect­ed. I will al­ways be here for you. Your trib­utes to

    Sinan­ju are suf­fi­cient and do glo­ry to your name.”




    “I am not in­creas­ing the pay­ments,” Smith said. “As you know, we have enough

    dif­fi­cul­ty smug­gling them in­to Sinan­ju as it is. The sub­ma­rine trips are al­most as

    cost­ly as the gold.”




    “May my tongue with­er, O Em­per­or, if I ask for an­oth­er pay­ment be­yond your

    gen­eros­ity,” said Chi­un, mak­ing a men­tal note to re­mind Smith at the next ne­go­ti­ation

    that if the de­liv­ery cost was al­most as much as the trib­ute it­self, then the trib­ute was

    ob­vi­ous­ly too small.




    “Then what is it?” Smith asked.




    “To fur­ther en­hance your safe­ty, may I sug­gest that Re­mo per­form in the tra­di­tion­al

    man­ner of all Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. That is to do more when he is at the lev­el of

    per­fec­tion and to do less at times when your glo­ry would be less well served.”




    “Are you say­ing that Re­mo should take some time off? Be­cause if you are, you won’t have a

    prob­lem here,” Smith said.




    “How wise,” said Chi­un, ready with a coun­ter­ar­gu­ment should Smith sug­gest that

    pay­ments be ac­cord­ing­ly re­duced. Yet in his in­scrutabil­ity, Smith said noth­ing of the

    sort. He said that Re­mo de­served a va­ca­tion and should take a rest.




    “Please be so kind, most en­light­ened Em­per­or, to come here to Day­ton of Ohio and tell

    this to Re­mo your­self.”




    “You can tell him,” Smith said.




    Chi­un al­lowed a deep sigh. “He will not lis­ten to me.”




    “But you’re his teach­er. You taught him ev­ery­thing.”




    “Ah, the bit­ter truth of that,” said Chi­un. “I taught him all but grat­itude.”




    “And he won’t lis­ten to you?”




    “Can you imag­ine? Noth­ing. He lis­tens to noth­ing I say. I am not one to com­plain, as

    you well know. What do I ask of him? Some con­cern. To keep in touch. Is that a crime? Should I

    be ig­nored like some old shoe whom he has worn out?”




    “Are you sure that Re­mo feels that way? I know that he de­fends you at ev­ery turn,” Smith

    said. “I am hap­py with your ser­vice but some­times we have dis­agree­ments and Re­mo al­ways

    takes your po­si­tion. He used to agree with me more.”




    “Re­al­ly?” said Chi­un. “How have you been at­tack­ing me?”




    “I haven’t. We have had dif­fer­ent po­si­tions oc­ca­sion­al­ly though.”




    “Of course,” said Chi­un. He would have to ques­tion Re­mo about this and find out how Smith

    had been at­tack­ing him. “I ask that you per­son­al­ly tell Re­mo to rest.”




    “All right, if you think that’s wise.”




    “Most wise, O Em­per­or, and if you would con­fide in me how the po­si­tion of Sinan­ju in

    any way dif­fers from the won­ders of your line of cor­rect thought, we will ad­just our­selves

    to your slight­est whim.”




    “Well, there’s this prob­lem with your seek­ing out­side work, pos­si­bly for tyrants and

    dic­ta­tors. . . .”




    Chi­un let the re­ceiv­er fall on the two but­tons of the cra­dle. He had seen Re­mo do that

    when he want­ed to stop talk­ing to some­one and it seemed to end the con­ver­sa­tion very

    nice­ly.




    When the tele­phone rang again, Chi­un did not pick it up.




    When Re­mo re­turned from Coral Gables to the ho­tel room in Day­ton, Ohio, he saw that

    Harold W. Smith was wait­ing there for him, along with Chi­un.




    He won­dered if Smith ev­er changed the style of his suit. Gray, three-​piece, Dart­mouth

    tie, white shirt, and acid ex­pres­sion.




    “Re­mo, I think you should take a va­ca­tion,” Smith said.




    “Have you been talk­ing to Chi­un?”




    And in Ko­re­an from an­oth­er room came Chi­un’s squeaky voice: “You see? Even a white

    rec­og­nizes the fact of your cos­mic sep­ara­tions.”




    And in Ko­re­an, Re­mo an­swered back: “Smit­ty has nev­er heard of a cos­mic sep­ara­tion.

    Noth­ing is wrong with me and I’m not tak­ing a va­ca­tion.”




    “You de­fy your em­per­or?” Chi­un said.




    “I don’t want to be ma­neu­vered in­to a va­ca­tion by you, Lit­tle Fa­ther. If you want me

    to take a va­ca­tion, just say so.”




    “Take a va­ca­tion,” Chi­un said.




    “No.”




    “You said to say so,” Chi­un said.




    “I didn’t say I’d do it,” Re­mo said. “I’m fine.”




    “You’re not fine. You on­ly feel fine,” Chi­un said.




    Harold W. Smith sat rigid­ly in a chair, lis­ten­ing to teach­er and pupil, Smith’s sole

    en­force­ment arm for the en­tire or­ga­ni­za­tion called CURE, ar­gue in a lan­guage that he

    did not un­der­stand.




    “Re­mo,” said Smith fi­nal­ly. “It’s an or­der. If Chi­un thinks you ought to rest, you

    ought to rest.”




    “He al­so thinks we ought to kill the Pres­ident and make you Pres­ident so that he has

    some­thing of val­ue to show for his time here. Should I do that?”




    “Re­mo, you al­ways turn on the peo­ple who care about you,” said Chi­un.




    “I’m not tak­ing a va­ca­tion.”




    “There re­al­ly is noth­ing of dan­ger now, no emer­gen­cy. Why don’t you just take a

    lit­tle rest?” said Smith.




    “Why don’t you mind your busi­ness?” Re­mo asked.




    “You are my busi­ness,” Smith said.




    Re­mo let out a lit­tle whis­tle, some­thing vague­ly like a Walt Dis­ney tune, picked up

    Smith in his chair and put the chair and Smith out in the hall­way.




    Smith looked back and said sim­ply:




    “Are you telling me you don’t need a rest, Re­mo?”




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un, con­tent­ed­ly fold­ing his arms in­to his ki­mono.




    “Where do you sug­gest?”




    “I don’t want you in con­ti­nen­tal Amer­ica. What about the Caribbean?” Smith said.




    “St. Maarten?” Re­mo asked.




    “No. Too close to our com­put­er back­up in Grand Case har­bor. What about the Ba­hamas?

    There’s a con­do de­vel­op­ment in Lit­tle Ex­uma. Take a rest there. You’ve al­ways want­ed a

    home. Buy a con­do,” Smith said. “A cheap one.”




    “I want­ed a home in an Amer­ican town, on an Amer­ican street, with an Amer­ican fam­ily,”

    Re­mo said bit­ter­ly.




    “This is what we can give you for now, Re­mo. But you should know that what you’re do­ing is

    help­ing oth­er Amer­icans have that dream.”




    “Maybe,” said Re­mo. “I’m sor­ry about putting you in the hall. But I re­al­ly am feel­ing

    fine.”




    “Sure,” said Smith.




    “I am,” said Re­mo to Chi­un. And even Chi­un agreed, but no one be­lieved him, not even

    him­self any­more.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    A Ko­re­an had come to Lit­tle Ex­uma Is­land, to the new Del Ray con­do­mini­ums. He was

    one of the first buy­ers of a con­do­mini­um unit. A Ko­re­an, in Ko­re­an robes.




    “All right, Dad,” said Regi­nald Woburn III. “I’ll get to it. I’ll get to it.”




    “When? He’s al­ready there, right where the stone was un­cov­ered. The forces of the cos­mos

    are with us. Now is the time for re­venge. Now is the time to strike at the one our an­ces­tors

    were de­fense­less against.”




    “You mean a Ko­re­an com­ing to where our sup­posed an­ces­tor buried the stone of the

    sev­enth way? Do you know how many Ko­re­ans there are in the world? Do you know the odds

    against that par­tic­ular Ko­re­an be­ing a de­scen­dant of that as­sas­sin, who should have

    been paid to be­gin with?”




    “Reg­gie, no more ex­cus­es. It’s your du­ty to the fam­ily.”




    “I don’t be­lieve this Ko­re­an is any­one spe­cial,” Regi­nald said.




    “Do you be­lieve in get­ting your al­lowance?”




    “De­vout­ly, Fa­ther.”




    “Then at least be­gin. Show the rest of the fam­ily you are do­ing some­thing.”




    “What?”




    “Some­thing,” his fa­ther said.




    “You mean start tak­ing pot­shots at ev­ery Ko­re­an who walks in the street?”




    “What’s both­er­ing you?” his fa­ther said.




    “I don’t want to kill any­one. That’s both­er­ing me. I do not want to take a life.”




    “Have you ev­er killed any­one?” asked Regi­nald’s fa­ther. He sat fac­ing the young man on

    the spa­cious white ve­ran­da in the Palm Beach home. The young man didn’t quite know what it

    was like to deal with the rest of the fam­ily.




    “Of course not,” Regi­nald an­swered.




    “Then how do you know you wouldn’t like it?”




    “Re­al­ly, Fa­ther. I will do it. I just need more time. It’s like a game with prop­er

    mo­ments for things and now isn’t the prop­er time. I am the cho­sen one, ac­cord­ing to the

    stone. I am sup­posed to be the most fe­ro­cious of all in my lust for blood. Now, Fa­ther, I

    know about lust. And I know you can’t force it.”




    He swirled the rem­nants of his sweet iced drink and took the last sip. He hat­ed these

    talks about the fam­ily be­cause the ser­vants were nev­er al­lowed near enough to hear and

    that meant you could nev­er get any­thing to drink if you need­ed it. It was good be­ing part

    of the fam­ily, Reg­gie knew, be­cause if one weren’t, one might have an ex­cel­lent chance of

    be­ing poor or hav­ing to work, nei­ther of which ap­pealed to him. The bad thing was that the

    fam­ily tend­ed to get a bit bonkers when it got on­to it­self. Like this stupid stone.

    Ev­ery­thing de­pend­ed on the stars, which were the clocks of the uni­verse. And at that right

    time, the fam­ily would pro­duce its great blood-​lust killer. And now it was sup­posed to be

    him. Ridicu­lous. As if all the fam­ily genes were bub­bling away to­ward the pur­pose of a

    two-​thou­sand-​year-​old re­venge. Reg­gie had no use for re­venge. You couldn’t drink it,

    sniff it or make love to it. And you prob­ably got over­heat­ed in the pro­cess. But Fa­ther

    ap­peared in­sis­tent. He just wasn’t go­ing to stop and Reg­gie knew he was not go­ing to be

    able to wait him out.




    “Try killing a small thing. See how you feel then. Just a small thing,” his fa­ther

    said.




    “I swat­ted a fly this morn­ing. It did noth­ing for me, Fa­ther.”




    “Kill a lit­tle thing. Just so the fam­ily will see you are do­ing some­thing.”




    “How lit­tle?”




    “Warm-​blood­ed,” his fa­ther said.




    “I’m not go­ing to harm some de­fense­less pup­py some­where.”




    “Game. A game an­imal, Reg­gie.”




    “All right. We’ll have to plan some­thing.”




    “A sa­fari,” said his fa­ther.




    “Ex­cel­lent,” said Regi­nald Woburn III, know­ing that a good sa­fari some­times took a

    year to plan and in that time he might get him­self in­jured in po­lo or the stone might blow

    up or some­thing or that poor Ko­re­an might die of a heart at­tack or be hit by a

    car-​any­thing to get this fam­ily-​leg­end thing off his back. “A sa­fari. Won­der­ful.”




    “Good,” said his fa­ther. “The jet’s en­gines are warm­ing. It’s been ready for take­off all

    morn­ing.”




    For­tu­nate­ly, there was Dom Perignon on the pri­vate jet but un­for­tu­nate­ly there was

    this white­hunter type talk­ing about guns and kills and say­ing what good sport it was all

    go­ing to be.




    The first thing about Zaire, oth­er than the stench of hu­man waste in the cap­ital city,

    was that it was ex­traor­di­nar­ily hot, Reg­gie no­ticed. And worse, there was no way to hunt

    ele­phants from an air-​con­di­tioned van. It was con­sid­ered un­sport­ing. The sec­ond thing

    about Zaire was that the best track­ers were Pyg­mies, lit­tle black Africans who were at an

    even low­er so­cial scale than the dirt-​poor starv­ing farm­ers.




    Regi­nald Woburn III saw some ele­phants at a dis­tance from his Land Rover, saw li­ons, saw

    ze­bras, and would have pre­ferred to see them all in the Bronx Zoo be­cause that was a

    half-​hour from Man­hat­tan, where­as Zaire was a day by jet. Then the lit­tle track­ers,

    down­wind from the ele­phants but un­for­tu­nate­ly up­wind from Regi­nald Woburn III, start­ed

    to run.




    “Come. Run. We’ll lose them,” said the white hunter. He wore one of those kha­ki hunt­ing

    jack­ets with places for big shells, and pol­ished boots and a ridicu­lous wide-​brimmed hat

    with some leop­ard band around it. He was run­ning too.




    “We can al­ways fol­low the scent,” said Regi­nald, who could bare­ly move through the

    un­der­brush, much less run.




    “Watch your ri­fle. Hold it down. You can set that thing off,” said the white hunter. His

    name was Rafe Stokes, he drank warm Scotch, smoked a pipe and had talked in­ces­sant­ly the

    night be­fore about a good kill. Reg­gie had thought that the on­ly good kill would have been

    by a can of bug killer. The in­sects were all over the place.




    Rafe Stokes, great white hunter, had talked so un­end­ing­ly about the ele­phant as a

    friend, its no­bil­ity, its strength, its loy­al­ty, Reg­gie had won­dered if they were

    ac­tu­al­ly go­ing to kill the beast or paint a medal on its smelly side.




    Reg­gie knew that there had to be more about ele­phants, some­thing un­pleas­ant. He found

    out that hot day stum­bling through the Zaire brush. The largest gooiest thing in the world was

    an ele­phant drop­ping. It was the size of a round lawn ta­ble. It was a fresh drop­ping,

    Regi­nald knew, be­cause it felt warm around his knees. Even af­ter that, Reg­gie didn’t want

    to kill an ele­phant. He just want­ed to wash. He want­ed to cut off his clothes and swim in

    lye for a week.




    Fi­nal­ly Rafe Stokes, great white hunter, sig­naled Reg­gie to stop. Now Reg­gie didn’t

    want to stop. He want­ed to run up­wind from him­self. But there he stood, with flies buzzing

    around, his leg warm and gooey to the knee, wait­ing for the hunter to tell him to shoot. He

    would shoot, he would go home and pos­si­bly de­lay the fam­ily for a year. Hope­ful­ly, he

    might even break a leg on this sa­fari and make it two years.




    The hunter point­ed. There, less than a hun­dred yards away, was a mas­sive build­ing with

    legs and trunk and tusks. Its ears were big enough for awnings. Great whitish swash­es like

    cam­ou­flage coat­ed the thick gray skin. It had rolled in mud, the white hunter had said.

    Ele­phants were good at that. They were al­so good at over­turn­ing cars, tram­pling peo­ple

    in­to goo, and hurl­ing per­sons through the air like peanuts.




    Good rea­son to avoid them, Reg­gie had thought, when be­ing told all this lore. He hat­ed

    lore. Jun­gle lore was an­oth­er phrase for ele­phant drop­pings. If it had any truth to it,

    they wouldn’t call it lore, they would call it in­for­ma­tion.




    “Go ahead, he’s yours,” whis­pered the white hunter. The Pyg­mies stood near­by grin­ning,

    look­ing at Reg­gie, loook­ing at the ele­phant.




    Reg­gie sight­ed the mid­dle of the thing be­tween the V and the post of the sights.




    Some sport, he thought. He’d have to strain his neck to miss that mon­ster.




    “Shoot,” whis­pered the white hunter.




    “I will,” said Reg­gie. “Just leave me alone.”




    “He’s get­ting ug­ly,” said Rafe Stokes.




    “Get­ting?” said Reg­gie. The lit­tle black peo­ple were start­ing to edge back in­to the

    brush. The ele­phant turned.




    “The whole thing is ug­ly,” Reg­gie said.




    “Shoot,” said Rafe Stokes, rais­ing his own gun. But still he wait­ed. Reg­gie Woburn’s

    fa­ther had warned Stokes that his son had to taste blood. If the hunter shot the beast, he

    would not be paid. Strange old coot, too. Didn’t want the tro­phy. As the old say­ing went, the

    ap­ple nev­er fell far from the tree. Both of these Woburns were fruits. The fa­ther had

    as­sured Rafe Stokes, twen­ty-​eight years in the brush, nev­er lost a hunter yet, that the son

    would be the most mar­velous hunter he had ev­er seen. Now, with the bull ele­phant roar­ing

    down on them like a house slid­ing down a hill, mak­ing the very gound trem­ble, Rafe was one

    trig­ger pull away from not col­lect­ing the rest of his fee.




    And then it hap­pened. A shot went in­to the ele­phant’s right-​front kneecap. The

    fruit­cake had missed, send­ing the bull ele­phant rolling to­ward them, crush­ing trees un­der

    its body. They sound­ed like lit­tle fire­crack­ers go­ing off as their trunks coughed up

    splin­ters at the sev­er point. Crack, crack, crack. And then the ele­phant’s tes­ti­cles

    ex­plod­ed be­tween its legs. The ten­der­foot had missed a kill shot again as the hulk of the

    scream­ing beast rolled to­ward them, leav­ing a car­pet of snapped trees and pressed

    bush­es.




    The ten­der­foot was reload­ing. He missed again, get­ting an­oth­er knee. The ele­phant

    stopped rolling just in time and tried to rise but its front knees had been shot out. And then

    its trunk went from the pow­er­ful blast of the 447 Mag­num ri­fle.




    The poor bas­tard screamed in agony.




    “Fin­ish it, dammit,” the hunter yelled to Reg­gie. “Just point to the head and shoot.

    Shoot, dammit.”




    Rafe was push­ing his ri­fle in­to the ten­der­foot’s hands. Use this, use this. Slow­ly,

    with mea­sured pace, Regi­nald Woburn III took the ele­phant gun in his hands and felt the

    tool­ing of the stock and smiled at the sweat­ing des­per­ate white hunter.




    The ele­phant screams were a tin­gle in Reg­gie’s ears, like mu­sic he had heard once in

    Tang­iers when he was giv­en the best hashish in the coun­try and he heard a note for what must

    have been a half-​hour. An il­lu­sion, of course, but an ul­ti­mate plea­sure too.




    “I will fin­ish it when I am ready,” said Regi­nald. And then, very ca­su­al­ly, shot off an

    ear piece by piece. It took four shells. They were big ears.




    “You can’t do this,” screamed the white hunter. “You’ve got to fin­ish your kill.”




    “I will. In my own way,” said Regi­nald Woburn III. A great peace was on him now as the

    beast bel­lowed in pain. Reg­gie no longer mind­ed the smell of his boots or the flies or the

    jun­gle be­cause he had ex­pe­ri­enced that one great note of life and knew now what he should

    do. The white hunter’s agony added to his joy.




    “I’m go­ing to fin­ish it,” said the hunter, snatch­ing back his ri­fle. He jerked the gun

    to his shoul­der and with one mo­tion put a bul­let through the ele­phant’s eye.




    Then he turned away from his client and let out a deep dis­gust­ed sigh.




    “That was my kill,” said Reg­gie. “Mine.”




    The hunter did not turn to look. “You have no right, Mr. Woburn, to tor­ture the game. Just

    to kill it.”




    “My rights are what I say they are.”




    “Son­ny, this is the brush. If you want to get back alive, you’ll keep your mouth shut.”




    “No, thank you,” said Reg­gie, who now un­der­stood why his an­ces­tor had been un­able to

    pub­licly pay the as­sas­sin. “I just can’t al­low that. You see, there are things I can al­low

    and things I can­not. You just can­not talk to me like that. And most of all, you can­not take

    away my kill no mat­ter how your sen­si­tiv­ities are bruised. Do you un­der­stand?”




    Per­haps it was the soft­ness of the voice, so strange af­ter such a bru­tal kill. Per­haps

    it was the qui­et of the brush, as if a great killer now stalked through it, but Rafe Stokes,

    white hunter, load­ed his gun again, keep­ing it tight by his body. This ten­der­foot is go­ing

    to kill me, he thought. He had a gun and he was stand­ing be­hind Stokes. Was it load­ed? Had

    he fired off all his shots? Stokes didn’t know why for cer­tain, but years of hunt­ing had

    taught him when he was in re­al dan­ger and he was in re­al dan­ger now.




    He plant­ed a foot and very slow­ly, with the gun ready, he turned. And there was Regi­nald

    Woburn III, smil­ing as fop­pish­ly as ev­er, try­ing to clean off his clothes.




    “Oh, c’mon,” said Reg­gie. “You’re so se­ri­ous. Don’t take me so se­ri­ous­ly, for God’s

    sake. We’ll tell Dad I shot the beast and you’ll get your mon­ey and I will get my fam­ily off

    my back for a while. All right?”




    “Sure,” said Rafe, won­der­ing how he could have been so wrong. That night, he had a drink

    with his client, toast­ed the hunt even though the head was too shot up for a good tro­phy,

    toast­ed the Pyg­mies and toast­ed Africa, which Reg­gie as­sured ev­ery­one he was nev­er

    go­ing to vis­it again.




    Rafe Stokes went to his tent for the best night’s sleep he ev­er had. It nev­er end­ed. Just

    af­ter the hunter be­gan to snore, Reg­gie went in­to his tent with a din­ner knife and sawed

    through his throat, then buried the blade in his heart.




    It was de­li­cious. Just as they were get­ting back to civ­iliza­tion, Reg­gie re­al­ized he

    didn’t need the Pyg­mies any­more to guide him to the air­port. So he took them as lit­tle

    snacks, pop­ping their heads open with a pis­tol. If you hit them in the back of their heads,

    he re­al­ized, you could get the brains to fly out like a bowl of oat­meal get­ting a shot put

    plopped in­to it. De­li­cious. It was bet­ter than po­lo, bet­ter than cool­ing drinks on white

    ve­ran­das, bet­ter than the great sum­mer balls of New­port, bet­ter than hashish in

    Tang­iers. Bet­ter than sex.




    It was what he had been born to do.




    His fa­ther knew in­stant­ly that the change had oc­curred.




    “Your high­ness,” he said.




    Reg­gie put out his right hand; palm down, and his fa­ther fell to one knee and kissed

    it.




    “It would be for­tu­nate if this Ko­re­an is the right Ko­re­an,” said Reg­gie. “But we are

    go­ing to have to make cer­tain.”




    In his new­found wis­dom, he had un­der­stood the sev­enth stone. One had to use time. That

    was what the years had giv­en them. Time.




    First they would find out if the Ko­re­an was the one, and then they would use all the years

    of hid­ing to per­form the one way that would have to kill him. It was right and just. A king

    should nev­er bow to an as­sas­sin, oth­er­wise even his own roy­al foot­prints would not be

    his own.




    The on­ly thing Reg­gie now dis­liked about Palm Beach was that it was in Amer­ica. If you

    killed some­one, it wasn’t like Zaire, where things could be ar­ranged prop­er­ly among

    civ­ilized men. In Amer­ica, they re­act­ed to­ward killing like hys­ter­ics. They would lock

    you up and he couldn’t af­ford time in jail for an Amer­ican kill. But once you had the blood

    of men on your hands, ele­phants, deer and goats would nev­er do again. He would have to be

    care­ful about his new­found plea­sure un­til af­ter he fin­ished the Ko­re­an, if it was the

    right Ko­re­an.




    He thought about this while look­ing at Drake, the but­ler. He won­dered what Drake’s heart

    would look like pump­ing piti­ful­ly out­side the chest cav­ity.




    “What do you want me to do with your din­ner knife, Mas­ter Reg­gie?” asked the but­ler,

    see­ing it point­ed in his di­rec­tion.




    “Noth­ing,” sighed Reg­gie. Palm Beach was in Amer­ica.




    He went back to the pho­to­graph of the stone. The pat­tern was clear now af­ter so many

    cen­turies. Sword, fire, traps, one thing af­ter an­oth­er. Regi­nald Woburn III imag­ined how

    Prince Wo’s fol­low­ers must have been dis­cour­aged as each method ap­peared to fail. But they

    hadn’t failed re­al­ly. There were just six ways that showed what wouldn’t work.




    The sev­enth would.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    It was one of those painful­ly beau­ti­ful Ba­hami­an morn­ings on Lit­tle Ex­uma, the first

    sun kiss of the hori­zon in pur­ples and blues and reds like some lucky wa­ter­col­or

    ac­ci­dent by a child with the sky for a can­vas.




    Herons perched on man­grove roots and the bone­fish dart­ed from flats to swamp just a

    lit­tle bit more safe­ly that morn­ing, be­cause Bone­fish Char­lie was dead, and the first

    thing the con­sta­ble said was not to let the tourists know.




    Bone­fish Char­lie, who had guid­ed so many tourists around the shal­lows of Lit­tle Ex­uma

    to catch the jet-​fast game fish with the sharp teeth and fight­ing heart, let the wa­ter wash

    his eyes and did not blink, let the wa­ter wash his nose and made no bub­bles, let the wa­ter

    clean his mouth and small fish swim around his teeth.




    Bone­fish Char­lie had been ma­neu­vered in­to the twist­ed man­grove roots in such a way

    that for a short while that night, as the tide rose, he could breathe. And then, as the tide

    rose just a bit more, he could on­ly breathe wa­ter. Bone­fish Char­lie, who the na­tives had

    al­ways said was more bone­fish than man, wasn’t. The proof pos­itive was wedged in­to the

    roots as the tide went out. Bone­fish thrived un­der the man­grove roots when the tide came in

    and Bone­fish Char­lie hadn’t.




    “It ain’t a morder,” said the con­sta­ble in that strange chopped British ac­cent of the

    Ba­hamas, part British, part African, part Carib In­di­an, and part any­one else who trad­ed

    and pi­rat­ed in these wa­ters over the cen­turies. “Not a morder and don’t you be tellin’ de

    white peo­ple.”




    “I tell not a soul. May my tongue cleave to the roof of me mouth un­til it touch bone,” said

    Bas­ket Mary, who wove and sold bas­kets to the tourists down by Gov­ern­ment House.




    “Just don’ tell de whites,” said the con­sta­ble. Whites meant tourists, and any­thing

    smack­ing of mur­der was bad for the tourist busi­ness. But the con­sta­ble was her cousin and

    he knew that it was too much of a hor­ri­ble in­ci­dent for Bas­ket Mary to keep to her­self.

    She would, of course, tell it to friends un­til she died. She would tell how she had found

    Bone­fish Char­lie and what he looked like with “the fish­es who was al­ways his friends

    swim­min’ in his mouth like they found a coral in his teeth.”




    And then with a great un­der­stand­ing laugh she would add that it prob­ably was the first

    time his teeth were ev­er clean.




    All peo­ple died soon­er or lat­er and bet­ter to laugh in the Ba­hami­an sun than to go

    around like whites on the grim busi­ness of chang­ing a world that nev­er re­al­ly changed

    any­way. There would be oth­er bone­fish­er­men and oth­er sun­ris­es and oth­er men to love

    oth­er wom­en and Bone­fish Char­lie was a good man so that was that. But, for the morn­ing, it

    was a grievous and dan­ger­ous thing to talk about among the na­tives, won­der­ing who had

    killed Bone­fish Char­lie be­cause the last place in the world he would have drowned

    ac­ci­den­tal­ly would have been in the man­grove roots he knew so well.




    It in­stant­ly re­placed the news that there was a new own­er of the Del Ray Pro­mo­tions,

    own­ers of the new con­do­mini­ums be­ing put up for white folks. Strange fel­lows. Seemed to

    know the is­land a bit. Some of the friends of Bas­ket Mary said there had been a fam­ily here

    like them with that name some time ago, but they had left to go to Eng­land and oth­er places.

    Stuck to­geth­er, they did, and some said they were here when the slaves were brought in, but

    of course it was not near­ly so in­ter­est­ing a sub­ject as the death of Bone­fish Char­lie in

    his man­grove swamp.




    Regi­nald Woburn III met the apolo­get­ic con­sta­ble at his of­fice and heard with hor­ror

    that his bone­fish­ing guide would not be able to take him out again that day.




    “Bad heart, Mr. Woburn, sir,” said the con­sta­ble. “But we got oth­ers just as good. You

    bought a good place here and we are glad you are here. We are a friend­ly is­land. We got the

    friend­ly beach­es. We got the sun.”




    “Thank you,” said Reg­gie. Fel­low sound­ed so much like an ad­ver­tise­ment, he thought. He

    wait­ed un­til the con­sta­ble was gone and then re­tired in­to a room with­out win­dows. He

    flicked on a harsh sin­gle-​beam light set in the ceil­ing. It il­lu­mi­nat­ed a great round

    stone rest­ing on a green vel­vet ta­ble. He shut the door be­hind him and locked it

    se­cure­ly, then ap­proached the ta­ble and fell to his knees where he lov­ing­ly gave one

    strong kiss to the carved stone from a king­dom where his an­ces­tors had ruled.




    Some­how the mes­sage was even clear­er when he read it from the stone it­self. His time had

    come. He was the first son of the first son of the di­rect line of his fam­ily. If the sev­enth

    stone were cor­rect, the Ko­re­an’s head would go like a ripe plum from a thin vine.




    Of course, there were still some mys­ter­ies about the stone. He pon­dered one strange word.

    It trans­lat­ed rough­ly as one house, two heads of one mas­ter. Two plums on the vine. Was

    that po­et­ic? Or was the stone more know­ing, more ac­cu­rate than he even dared hope? He

    looked now on the words for how he would kill and he saw they could al­so be trans­lat­ed as

    “need to kill.” The stone knew. It knew about him.




    He had need­ed the bone­fish guide the evening be­fore more than he had ev­er need­ed a

    wom­an, or need­ed wa­ter when he was thirsty. The man he had wres­tled in­to the roots looked

    on help­less­ly as the wa­ter rose. Even now the man’s words gave him a de­li­cious lit­tle

    thrill.




    “Why you laugh­in’, mon?” Bone­fish Char­lie had asked.




    He was laugh­ing, of course, be­cause it was such a de­li­cious sat­is­fac­tion, a lit­tle

    ap­pe­tiz­er be­fore the plums. Plums. That was what the stone said. Did that mean he would

    have to kill more than one Ko­re­an? If so, who was the oth­er one?




    He had al­ready hired the best eaves­drop­ping spe­cial­ist to im­plant all the lat­est

    de­vices in the Ko­re­an’s con­do. This too had been writ­ten in the stone, thou­sands of years

    be­fore these de­vices were in­vent­ed. What else could be the mean­ing of “ears bet­ter than

    ears, eyes bet­ter than eyes will be in your pow­er at the be­gin­ning of the kill?” They had

    known that his would be the age for re­venge. Reg­gie would know the ev­ery spo­ken word of the

    Ko­re­an and the white man who was with him. Might plums mean two Ko­re­ans or a white and a

    Ko­re­an?




    Out­side, some­one was knock­ing at the door and he ig­nored it. He want­ed to think about

    the mean­ing of the stone’s mes­sage.




    Re­mo had a won­der­ful way to de­tect when he was be­ing ig­nored. No one was an­swer­ing.

    No one an­swered when he picked up the phone and pushed all the ex­ten­sion but­tons. No one

    an­swered when he hit the cour­tesy buzzer that promised in­stant ser­vice. The sign had said:

    “We’re here be­fore your fin­ger leaves the buzzer.”




    His fin­ger had left the buzzer, then buzzed again. The com­fort co­or­di­na­tor wasn’t

    there, the head­wait­er wasn’t there, the as­sis­tant head­wait­er wasn’t there, main­te­nance

    wasn’t there, nor was some­one called the “fun fa­cil­ita­tor.”




    So Re­mo used a lit­tle trick that al­ways seemed to work for room ser­vice and should work

    at the “full-​ser­vice con­do­mini­um-​the on­ly way it’s not a first-​class ho­tel is that you

    own it.”




    He took out part of a wall and hurled a desk through it. The desk land­ed on a grove of aloe

    plants in bloom. Pa­pers once se­cure­ly filed in the desk now flut­tered down to the beach.

    Then he took out a win­dow. It was al­ready loose: Most of the wall sur­round­ing it was

    al­ready in the aloe bed out­side.




    Three peo­ple in white with red sash­es around their waists came run­ning.




    “Good. Are you room ser­vice?” Re­mo asked. The three looked ner­vous­ly at the in­side of

    the of­fice, un­ob­struct­ed now by a wall or a win­dow.




    It was a won­der­ful view. They didn’t see any tools he had used to take it out. He must

    have done it with his hands, they re­al­ized, and in uni­son, all said: “You rang, sir?”




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “I would like some fresh wa­ter and some rice.”




    “We have the Del Ray Ba­hamas Break­fast which con­sists of corn muffins, ba­con, eggs and

    toast, with sweet rolls to taste.”




    “I want fresh wa­ter and I want rice,” Re­mo said.




    “We can make you rice.”




    “No, you can’t make me rice. You can’t make rice. You don’t know how to make rice.”




    “Our rice is del­icate, each grain a sep­arate morsel.”




    “Right,” Re­mo said. “You don’t know how to make rice. You’ve got to be able to clump it.

    That’s how you make rice. Good and clumpy.”




    They all glanced at the miss­ing wall. They won­dered what the new own­er would say about

    the wall, but they knew what they would say about the rice.




    “Clumpy is right.”




    “Like de­li­cious mush,” said the head­wait­er.




    “Right,” said Re­mo. He fol­lowed them in­to the main kitchen, past burn­ing pig meat and

    ran­cid sug­ared rolls, their poi­sonous sug­ared raisins rot­ting in the morn­ing heat. He

    made sure he got a sealed bag of rice be­cause an open one might pick up the stench. In his

    days be­fore train­ing, he had longed for a strip of ba­con and had been told that some­day he

    would con­sid­er it as un­pleas­ant as any oth­er dead body of any oth­er an­imal.




    Now he couldn’t re­mem­ber how he had ev­er liked it.




    He got the rice and said thank you. One of the cooks want­ed to pre­pare it but was told

    Re­mo liked it sticky.




    “He like it that way?”




    “No­body’s ask­ing you to eat it,” Re­mo said to the cook, and to the wait­er smil­ing for

    in­struc­tions, he said, “Get out of the way.”




    Some­one had plant­ed a palm tree the day be­fore that was sup­posed to give shade to the

    en­trance to his and Chi­un’s con­do. Re­mo didn’t like it there so he crushed its trunk. He

    didn’t like the con­crete stairs ei­ther so he turned the bot­tom one to sand and grav­el to

    see how it would look. In­side, Chi­un was mak­ing brush strokes on a his­toric parch­ment for

    Sinan­ju.




    “Did Smith call?” Re­mo asked.




    “Not to­day, not yes­ter­day, not the day be­fore.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo.




    “Isn’t this va­ca­tion fun?” Chi­un said. “There is so much of his­to­ry I must catch up

    on.”




    “You like it,” Re­mo said. “I’m mak­ing the rice.”




    “This is your va­ca­tion,” Chi­un said. “Let them make the rice.” He made the brush strokes

    for Sinan­ju. The brush it­self seemed to make these sa­cred marks. For sev­er­al years of the

    his­to­ry he was writ­ing, he did not men­tion that the new mas­ter he was train­ing was white.

    Now he faced the prob­lem of putting that fact in­to the his­to­ry with­out mak­ing it look as

    if he had in­ten­tion­al­ly with­held it ear­li­er.




    He had once toyed with the idea of just nev­er men­tion­ing that Chi­un, hope­ful­ly one day

    to be called the Great Chi­un, would have passed on the se­crets of Sinan­ju to a white.

    Nowhere else was the race of each Mas­ter of Sinan­ju men­tioned. Was it men­tioned that the

    Great Wang was Ori­en­tal? Or that he was Ko­re­an or from Sinan­ju? And what of Pak or We or

    Deyu? Was it men­tioned that these Mas­ters were all from Sinan­ju in Ko­rea?




    There­fore, would Chi­un be to blame for not men­tion­ing that Re­mo was not from the

    Ori­ent or Ko­rea or Sinan­ju? Chi­un asked him­self this ques­tion forthright­ly.

    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, he was in­ter­rupt­ed be­fore he had a chance to tell him­self forthright­ly

    that he could not be blamed for any­thing.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “I am an­gry and I don’t know what I am an­gry about. I knock

    down walls for no rea­son. I want to do some­thing but I don’t know what I want to do. I feel I

    am los­ing some­thing.”




    Chi­un thought silent­ly for a mo­ment.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I’m go­ing in­sane. I’m los­ing my­self.”




    Chi­un nod­ded slow­ly. The an­swer was clear.




    While he would un­der­stand it as nat­ural for him and blame­less of him not to men­tion

    that Re­mo was white, what would Re­mo do when he wrote the his­to­ry of his Mas­ter­hood?

    Would Re­mo tell that he was white, thus in­di­cat­ing that for years, the Great Chi­un had

    lied? Would Chi­un then cease to be the Great Chi­un? These things had to be con­sid­ered.




    “So what do you say?” asked Re­mo.




    “About what,” said Chi­un.




    “Am I go­ing crazy?”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “I trained you.”




    Chi­un pressed in a few more brush strokes. Per­haps there might be hints of Re­mo’s

    white­ness, then a feel­ing of how Re­mo be­came Sinan­ju and then Ko­re­an and, of course,

    from the vil­lage. It could ap­pear that Chi­un had found un­der that ug­ly white ex­te­ri­or a

    true Ko­re­an, proud and no­ble.




    It could ap­pear that way, but would Re­mo let it be? He knew Re­mo. He nev­er felt any

    shame in his be­ing white. He would nev­er hide it.




    “Chi­un, I feel strange al­most all the time, as if things are out of or­der in me. Is it my

    train­ing? Did you ev­er go through this?”




    Chi­un put down the brush. “Ev­ery­thing is a cy­cle. Some things hap­pen so quick­ly that

    peo­ple do not see them, and oth­ers hap­pen so slow­ly that peo­ple do not see them. But when

    you are Sinan­ju, you are aware of cy­cles. You are aware that slow and fast are both

    in­vis­ible. You are aware of anger in your­self that oth­ers, in their sloth and their

    meat-​eat­ing and their crude breath­ing, do not see.”




    “I took out a wall be­cause I couldn’t get room ser­vice fast enough, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Did you get it?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said.




    “Then you are the first per­son in the Caribbean ev­er to get some­thing when he want­ed

    it.” Chi­un added to the parch­ment an­oth­er sign for great teach­ing. He had many of them in

    his his­to­ry.




    “I want to do some­thing, any­thing. This rest is mak­ing ev­ery­thing worse,” Re­mo said.

    He looked out on­to the beach. Pure white, stretch­ing miles. Turquoise-​blue wa­ter.

    White-​bel­lied gulls with dip and piv­ot, mov­ing on the sun breezes of the morn­ing. “This

    place is driv­ing me crazy.”




    “If you need some­thing, we will study the his­to­ries,” Chi­un said.




    “I stud­ied them,” said Re­mo, reel­ing off the facts of the lin­eage of the House of

    Sinan­ju, start­ing with the first who had to feed the vil­lage and mov­ing on through the

    cen­turies to the feats of the Great Wang, the less­er Wang, what each had learned and each had

    taught and what some­day Re­mo would teach.




    “You’ve nev­er learned trib­utes,” Chi­un said. “The very lifeblood of the vil­lage of

    Sinan­ju has nev­er been learned.”




    “I don’t want to learn trib­utes, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I’m not in this for the mon­ey. I’m an

    Amer­ican. I love my coun­try.”




    “Eeeeeyah,” wailed Chi­un, a del­icate hand clutch­ing his breast. “Words that stab this

    bo­som. Lo, that I should still hear such ig­no­rance. Where, O great Mas­ters be­fore me, have

    I gone wrong? That af­ter all these years, a pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin should still ut­ter

    such words?”




    “You al­ways knew that,” Re­mo said. “I nev­er cared about the mon­ey. If Sinan­ju need­ed

    the mon­ey, I would sup­ply it. But you’ve still got gold stat­ues from Alexan­der the Great in

    that mud­hole in Ko­rea and they’re nev­er go­ing to starve. So we don’t have to kill for some

    make-​be­lieve-​poor vil­lagers to live.”




    “Be­tray­al,” said Chi­un.




    “Noth­ing new,” Re­mo said. He looked out at that stink­ing white beach again. He and Chi­un

    had been here for days. Maybe three of them.




    “I’ve got to do some­thing,” said Re­mo. He won­dered if he could break a beach. But a beach

    was al­ready bro­ken. Bro­ken rock or coral in small parts. He won­dered if he could put a

    beach back to­geth­er again, since it was bro­ken to start with.




    “Then let us learn trib­ute. Or, as an Amer­ican mer­chant might say, billing and ac­counts

    re­ceiv­able.”




    “I am so jumpy, even that. Okay. Let’s go through trib­ute. You don’t have to use En­glish.

    You taught me Ko­re­an.”




    “True, but I am be­gin­ning to men­tion in my his­to­ries that some­times the lan­guage of

    En­glish was used in my train­ing of you.”




    “On­ly now? Why now, when now I’m learn­ing on­ly in Ko­re­an and at first I learned on­ly

    in En­glish?”




    “Get the scroll,” said Chi­un.




    The scroll was in one of the four­teen steam­er trunks Chi­un al­ways had moved from

    res­idence to res­idence. On­ly two were need­ed for his cloth­ing and the rest car­ried

    most­ly bric-​a-​brac but al­so many of Sinan­ju’s scrolls. Chi­un had tried putting the

    scrolls on a com­put­er once but the com­put­er had erased a page with his name on it and

    Chi­un had erased the com­put­er sales­man.




    Re­mo found the first scroll of trib­ute which in­clud­ed geese and goslings, bar­ley and

    mil­let and a cop­per stat­ue of a god now dead.




    By the time they were in­to Cathay kings and gold bul­lion, Re­mo’s mind was wan­der­ing.

    When they got to a point that Chi­un said was the most im­por­tant of all so far, Re­mo got up

    to cook the rice.




    “Sit. This is most im­por­tant.” And Chi­un told about a prince who was will­ing to pay, but

    not pub­licly.




    “Is that the last?” Re­mo said.




    “For to­day, yes,” Chi­un said.




    “Okay. Go ahead,” said Re­mo. He won­dered if gulls thought. And if they thought, what did

    they think? Did sand think? Was the rice re­al­ly fresh? Should he wear san­dals that day? All

    these things he thought while Chi­un ex­plained that it must nev­er be thought that an

    as­sas­sin was not paid, be­cause then oth­ers would try not to pay. This had hap­pened once

    and it was why this one prince had to be chased through­out the known world.




    “One de­fense af­ter an­oth­er, un­til six of his de­fens­es were shown to be use­less; from

    one land to an­oth­er, thus show­ing Rome and Chi­na and Crete and the Scythi­ans that Sinan­ju

    was not to be dis­hon­ored.”




    “So where was he killed?” asked Re­mo.




    “He didn’t have to be killed. The pur­pose was to de­fend the sa­cred im­mutable truth that

    an as­sas­sin must be paid. While you, you don’t even care about trib­utes and then you

    com­plain to me that you are go­ing crazy.”




    “What hap­pened to that prince who didn’t pay?” Re­mo asked again.




    “He was shorn of king­dom and safe place to sleep, shorn of glo­ry and hon­or, sent like a

    thief in­to the night, cring­ing like the low­est ver­min.”




    “Did we miss?” Re­mo asked. “Did Sinan­ju miss?”




    “Make the rice,” said Chi­un.




    “We missed, didn’t we?” asked Re­mo, his face sud­den­ly sparkling.




    “Now, you lis­ten. With hap­pi­ness on your face. If you could see your evil white grin,

    such shame you would feel.”




    “I don’t feel shame. I want to hear how the prince was fin­ished. Show me his head. That was

    a pop­ular one in Bagh­dad, hang­ing the head on a wall. I want to see that one.”




    “He was hu­mil­iat­ed,” Chi­un said.




    “We didn’t get him, did we? What’s this about on­ly one world to hide in and we are in the

    same world so there is nev­er a place to hide. No one can hide. Even we can’t hide. Where did

    he hide, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “The rice.”




    “I am en­joy­ing my va­ca­tion now,” said Re­mo. “I want to know where he hid. Athens? Rome?

    Cathay?”




    “This,” said Chi­un, “is not a good va­ca­tion.”




    “Was it the Great Wang who missed or who?”




    “Now, you lis­ten,” said Chi­un and fold­ed his robe and put the scroll away in­side it.

    There was a rea­son Rerno had nev­er want­ed to study trib­utes to Sinan­ju. It was ob­vi­ous.

    He wasn’t ready for it and Chi­un was not go­ing to try to trans­form a pale piece of a pig’s

    ear in­to a re­al Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Some things were be­yond even the Great Chi­un.




    Warn­er Dab­ney hat­ed two things. The first was fail­ure and the sec­ond was ad­mit­ting

    it, and now the two things he hat­ed most he had to en­dure with a client who had more mon­ey

    than a gang of Arabs.




    He saw his com­mis­sion go down the drain in the hand­ful of bug­ging de­vices, some still

    cov­ered with plas­ter, that were in his brief­case as he tried to ex­plain to Mr. Woburn why

    the pair could not be bugged.




    Mr. Woburn had the cold­est eyes that Dab­ney had ev­er seen in a hu­man skull. His

    move­ments were strange, strange even for a re­al­ly rich kid used to be­ing wait­ed on. Slow.

    Slow hands and face like stone. And be­cause this rich Woburn kid wasn’t talk­ing, wasn’t

    say­ing any­thing, like some damned king on some damned throne, Warn­er Dab­ney of Dab­ney

    Se­cu­ri­ty Sys­tems Inc. had to say more than he want­ed.




    He went through de­scrip­tions of bug im­plants in the wall, beam rid­ers that could hear on

    a fo­cused beam, and what he fi­nal­ly had to tell Mr. Woburn was:




    “I failed. I frig­gin’ failed, Mr. Woburn, and I’m sor­ry.”




    “You say there is noth­ing you picked up from any of their con­ver­sa­tions?”




    “Not ex­act­ly noth­ing. We got a word.”




    “What’s the word?”




    “Rice … noth­ing else. It mean some­thing?”




    “It means that Ko­re­ans fre­quent­ly eat rice,” Regi­nald Woburn III said.




    “I mean these guys picked up ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery­thing. Like it was spring house­clean­ing.

    You know. Like you and I could go in­to a room and see a cigarette in an ash­tray and like pick

    it up, you know. They went in­to their place and like it was clean­ing up, they got rid of all

    the bugs. I was out­side dur­ing some of it and they didn’t even dis­cuss it. Here I am with my

    beam lis­ten­ers and com­put­er chips and I’m us­ing my own ears to eaves­drop and these guys,

    it’s the weird­est thing. They’re not talk­ing about the bugs, they’re just un­pack­ing, and

    out go the bugs with an emp­ty box of Kleenex.”




    “You will be paid in full,” said Reg­gie.




    “Sir?”




    “Thank you. You may leave.”




    “But you know I didn’t get one sen­tence of what they said, Mr. Woburn.”




    “We pay our bills for ser­vices ren­dered. We are re­li­able. We are pay­ing you. You are

    ex­cused,” said Reg­gie.




    Won­der­ful, Reg­gie thought. Tech­nol­ogy had failed be­cause tech­nol­ogy was on­ly of one

    age. He knew now he was of the ages and that was why he used the ears that could hear be­yond

    hear­ing, as the stone had said. Some lit­tle spy some­where could not. Why was the man still

    stand­ing there in his of­fice with his mouth open?




    “Is there any­thing else I can do for you, Mr. Woburn?”




    Hadn’t he told him al­ready he was ex­cused? “Warn­er Dab­ney is here for your ser­vice.

    These guys were re­al, ex­tra spe­cial tough. But the next time . . .” Dab­ney said.




    “What is your name again?” He would have to be shown that when he was ex­cused, it meant

    ex­cused.




    “Dab­ney, sir. Warn­er Dab­ney.”




    “Warn­er, give me your hand,” said Reg­gie. He reached in­to the desk. There was a pin

    in­side the desk with a chem­ical to sup­press the heart­beat. It had been cre­at­ed for

    surgery by one of Woburn’s phar­ma­ceu­ti­cal firms, but it had yet to be test­ed on hu­mans.

    The prob­lem was di­lut­ing the pow­er­ful for­mu­la to make it safe. One part per mil­lion

    could kill.




    Warn­er Dab­ney hes­itant­ly put for­ward his hand. When a rich client who paid even for

    fail­ures asked for some­thing sil­ly, you didn’t say no. Warn­er had nev­er been paid for a

    fail­ure be­fore.




    “Thank you,” said Regi­nald, tak­ing the up­raised palm and very gen­tly stroking the pads

    of the man’s fin­ger­tips. Then Reg­gie smiled and put the pin in­to the palm. Warn­er Dab­ney

    dropped like a stone. Bang. He was on the floor. Regi­nald put back the nee­dle. The prod­uct

    had been test­ed on hu­mans. It worked.




    The con­stab­ulary agreed on the tele­phone that the death was ob­vi­ous­ly a heart at­tack

    and that Del Ray Pro­mo­tions could just go ahead and plant him.




    “His head still on his body?”




    “Yes, of­fi­cer,” said Reg­gie.




    “Den dat death be nat­ural. In the Caribbean, we are most care­ful about in­ves­ti­gat­ing

    un­nat­ural deaths. If that mon be dead with an ar­row in his heart, no way we say that be a

    nat­ural death, sir.”




    “I agree with you, con­sta­ble, and please con­vey our ap­pre­ci­ation to Gov­ern­ment House

    and your fine is­land peo­ple for this warm and most hos­pitable wel­come we have re­ceived

    from you this day. “




    “As you wish, your High­ness,” said the con­sta­ble, sud­den­ly won­der­ing why he had said

    that. And then he re­mem­bered. He had the same feel­ing speak­ing to Mr. Woburn that he did

    when he stood at pa­rade rest be­fore Queen Eliz­abeth of Great Britain. He apol­ogized to Mr.

    Woburn for the slip of tongue.




    “We ac­cept your apol­ogy,” said Reg­gie.




    As Warn­er Dab­ney was leav­ing the of­fice, heels first in the hands of two porters,

    Regi­nald Woburn III could not sup­press the true ex­hil­ara­tion at hav­ing the first thrust

    at his en­emies suc­ceed.




    It was not his pur­pose to in­form ser­vants of his think­ing. Warn­er Dab­ney had

    suc­ceed­ed but had not even known he had suc­ceed­ed. But see­ing that these two rou­tine­ly

    han­dled eaves­drop­ping de­vices, he had dis­cov­ered that the two had been ex­posed to this

    sort of thing be­fore, un­doubt­ed­ly of­ten. It fit with the pic­ture in Reg­gie’s mind of a

    pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin. They would be used to that kind of things. And when one of the

    main­te­nance men ex­plained that one of the con­do share own­ers was the one who had ripped

    out a wall and said, “Would you be­lieve he did it with his bare hands, sir?” Regi­nald

    an­swered, sim­ply, “We do.”




    He had found them, or more cor­rect­ly, they had found him. Now to con­tin­ue with the way

    of the sev­enth stone. Ev­ery­thing was work­ing per­fect­ly.




    “Do you wish to charge them for the bro­ken wall, Mr. Woburn?”




    “No. We’ll just speak to them.”




    That af­ter­noon, Chi­un met the first re­al­ly re­spect­ful white, an own­er of the

    gen­er­al prop­er­ty, who com­mis­er­at­ed with him over un­grate­ful sons … not that Chi­un

    was com­plain­ing . . . and about the dif­fi­cul­ty in work­ing for a gov­ern­ment.




    Not that Chi­un was com­plain­ing about that ei­ther. He didn’t com­plain. Even if said

    gov­ern­ment, like all typ­ical­ly white things, did not ap­pre­ci­ate his work. How white. How

    Amer­ican.




    “You did say Amer­ican, didn’t you?” said Reg­gie hap­pi­ly, and he got a nod.




    “I thought we heard you,” he said.




    The next day, Re­mo had a phone call from Smith that there was ur­gent gov­ern­ment

    busi­ness and when Re­mo left by car, Regi­nald Woburn III did a lit­tle joy­ous dance in what

    was left of the aloe bed.




    It was work­ing.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    Smith was wait­ing at the air­port with a valise and a wal­let. His gaunt face was twist­ed

    with strain. “I’m sor­ry. I know you need a va­ca­tion des­per­ate­ly, but I had to put you on

    again,” he said, and said noth­ing more un­til they reached his car, a gray Chevro­let

    com­pact. This man had mil­lions at his dis­pos­al, Re­mo knew, and could fly about in his own

    jet if he wished. Yet he trav­eled econ­omy class, used the least ex­pen­sive car he could, and

    nev­er wast­ed a pen­ny even though no gov­ern­ment over­sight com­mit­tee would ev­er get a

    chance to look at the or­ga­ni­za­tion’s ex­pen­di­tures. They had cho­sen the right man when

    they had cho­sen Smith, thought Re­mo.




    He glanced at the wal­let. It con­tained a press pass to the White House. In­side the valise

    were a white shirt, a suit the col­or of a nasal de­con­ges­tant and a tie to match.




    “I take it the suit’s for me,” Re­mo said as the car left the park­ing lot.




    “Yes. You can’t en­ter the White House press corps with­out it.”




    “Why the col­or of medicine? Who would wear a suit this col­or?”




    “You’ve got to look like a re­porter,” Smith said. Re­mo looked at the suit again. A

    pink­ish gray. It was re­al­ly a pink­ish gray.




    “Do they get spe­cial prices on these clothes?” he asked.




    “No. They like it. They choose col­ors like that. Not the tele­vi­sion re­porters. They’re

    most­ly ac­tors and ac­tress­es and they know how to dress. Re­al re­porters dress like that

    and you’re go­ing to be one. And I’m sor­ry I’m in­ter­rupt­ing your va­ca­tion.”




    “I was go­ing crazy do­ing noth­ing,” Rerno said.




    “Be care­ful,” Smith said. “I mean it. Watch your­self.”




    Re­mo reached over to the steer­ing wheel, and putting the pads of his thumb and in­dex

    fin­ger around the plas­tic, caught the very move­ment of the ma­te­ri­al it­self. Even be­fore

    the world had known of atoms and molecules, Sinan­ju had known that ev­ery­thing was move­ment

    of par­ti­cles that at­tract­ed and re­pelled.




    Sinan­ju knew that noth­ing was still; ev­ery­thing was move­ment. Re­mo felt the move­ment

    of the car and breathed in air more stale be­cause of the closed win­dows. He could feel the

    warm smooth­ness of the gray plas­tic wheel and then the slight in­den­ta­tions and pits where

    the plas­tic had dried un­even, al­though it looked smooth to the eye. Through his fin­gers, he

    sensed the mass of the wheel, the sticky plas­tic­ness of it, the strain of the ma­te­ri­als

    and then the move­ment of the cos­mos on that scale too small for the eye to see, just as the

    uni­verse was too large to see. In an in­stant, it was one and then he guid­ed just one atom in

    one molecule in­to an­oth­er or­bit by the most minute charge, a thought trans­mit­ted through

    a fin­ger­tip, and the steer­ing wheel had a three-​quar­ter­inch gap in it where his fin­gers

    had touched.




    To Smith, it looked as if Re­mo had reached over and made a sec­tion of the wheel

    dis­ap­pear. It hap­pened that quick­ly. He was sure Re­mo had bro­ken it off some­how and

    hid­den it some­where. Mag­ic.




    “So I need a rest. So I’m not up to my lev­el. Who’s go­ing to be a dan­ger to me?” asked

    Re­mo. “Who is a prob­lem? I can take who­ev­er we need in my sleep. Where is the

    prob­lem?”




    “I guess for your con­tin­ued health. Growth. I don’t know. But I do know if we weren’t

    des­per­ate, I nev­er would have got­ten you back from your va­ca­tion.”




    “I had a va­ca­tion. I’ve been down at that is­land for­ev­er. It must be go­ing on, my God,

    four days,” Re­mo said.




    “The Pres­ident is go­ing to be killed this af­ter­noon at his news con­fer­ence.”




    “Who told you?” Re­mo asked.




    “The killer.”




    “You mean it’s a threat?”




    “No,” Smith said. “Threats are just words. I wouldn’t have called you up here for a threat.

    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States gets a hun­dred threats a week and the Se­cret Ser­vice

    in­ves­ti­gates and puts the name in the file. If we didn’t have it all on com­put­ers, we’d

    have to have a ware­house for the names.”




    “How do you know he’ll suc­ceed, this killer?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause he’s al­ready had suc­cess,” said Smith. He slipped a note out of his coat pock­et

    and with­out tak­ing his eyes off the road slipped it to Re­mo. It read:




    “Not now, but Thurs­day at two P.M.”




    “So?” said Re­mo. “What’s that all about?”




    “The note came wrapped around a lit­tle bomb the Pres­ident found in his suit pock­et. Now

    he was hav­ing lunch with an im­por­tant fund-​rais­er in his elec­tion. A lit­tle pri­vate

    lunch with a Mr. Ab­ner Woost­er. He heard a ring­ing in his suit. He felt a bulge and then

    found the bomb. No larg­er than a lit­tle cal­cu­la­tor but it had enough ex­plo­sive to make

    him in­to coleslaw. The busi­ness­man was im­me­di­ate­ly ush­ered out by the Se­cret

    Ser­vice.”




    “Okay, so he’s your sus­pect.”




    “Not so easy,” Smith said. “That night, the Pres­ident was brush­ing his teeth and he heard

    a ring­ing sound. This time in­side his bathrobe.” Smith again reached in­to his pock­et and

    peeled off an­oth­er note, same size, same let­ter­ing, same mes­sage.




    “So they got his valet, Robert Ca­won, out of there. It didn’t work.” He peeled off yet

    an­oth­er note from his pock­et. He turned down a large boule­vard. Re­mo just glanced at the

    note; it was the same as the oth­er two.




    “Dale Free­wo,” said Smith. “Who was he?”




    “The new Se­cret Ser­vice agent as­signed to pro­tect the Pres­ident,” said Smith.




    “An­oth­er bomb?”




    “Right. In­side the new vest Free­wo had brought him, the ar­mored vest to pro­tect him in

    case a bomb went off in his suit or bathrobe,” Smith said.




    “Why do I have to use a cov­er as a re­porter?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause two P.M. Thurs­day, to­day, is the Pres­ident’s reg­ular­ly sched­uled new

    con­fer­ence. The killer must have known that. You’ve got to pro­tect him.”




    “What am I sup­posed to do if the bombs are al­ready plant­ed on him?” Re­mo asked.




    “I’m not sure, Re­mo, but in the mid­dle of the night, I saw the Pres­ident of my coun­try

    trem­ble and I just could not tell him that we would not be there, even at the risk of our

    ex­po­sure. They’ve had the Se­cret Ser­vice, the FBI, even the CIA look­ing in­to it and

    they’ve got­ten noth­ing. It’s you, Re­mo. Save him if you can. And get the killer.”




    “You think he’s got a chance to suc­ceed, don’t you?” Re­mo asked.




    “More than a chance,” Smith said and then the car sud­den­ly veered on its mushy Amer­ican

    shock ab­sorbers.




    “Can you re­place the sec­tion you took out?” Smith asked.




    “I didn’t take it out,” Re­mo said.




    “What did you do then? I’ve got a hole in my steer­ing wheel.”




    “I don’t know. I can’t ex­plain it. Do I have to wear this suit?”




    “It will make you in­con­spic­uous,” said Smith, who let him off sev­er­al blocks from the

    White House.




    The press con­fer­ence was in the Rose Gar­den. The Pres­ident want­ed to an­nounce the best

    third quar­ter of busi­ness in the his­to­ry of the coun­try. The un­em­ploy­ment rate was

    down, in­fla­tion was down. Pro­duc­tion was up. Poor Amer­icans had more re­al dol­lars and

    were hap­pi­ly spend­ing them, mak­ing oth­er Amer­icans bet­ter off. In fact, in­cred­ibly

    few­er than one-​tenth of one per­cent of the pop­ula­tion were in dire straits, an

    un­heard-​of broad range of pros­per­ity nev­er be­fore achieved in any civ­iliza­tion.




    “Mr. Pres­ident, what are you do­ing about the peo­ple in dire straits?” That was the first

    ques­tion. The sec­ond ques­tion was why was the Pres­ident so cal­lous to­ward the small

    mi­nor­ity of one-​tenth of one per­cent. Was it be­cause they were so small and there­fore

    de­fense­less?




    The next ques­tion was if he felt that the tenth of a per­cent did not prove that re­liance

    on free en­ter­prise was too heart­less and that ma­jor gov­ern­ment pro­grams were need­ed,

    lest Amer­ica be re­vealed to the world as a heart­less dic­ta­tor­ship.




    Had the Pres­ident ev­er been in that one-​tenth of one per­cent?




    For twen­ty min­utes, there were noth­ing but ques­tions about the tenth of a per­cent

    do­ing poor­ly un­til the Pres­ident said he had a plan to elim­inate that prob­lem, where­upon

    the press corps moved to for­eign pol­icy. The Pres­ident men­tioned a new peace treaty

    Amer­ica helped ar­range to stop a thir­ty-​year-​old bor­der war in Africa. There were no

    ques­tions.




    Re­mo watched the Pres­ident, watched ev­ery­one near him. He could sense the Pres­ident was

    ner­vous. He looked at his watch a few times. That brought a ques­tion about whether the watch

    was bro­ken and how had his pres­iden­cy brought about its break­down.




    Re­mo glanced at a watch next to him. Two P.M. came and two P.M. went. No­body moved.




    Noth­ing went off and the Pres­ident called the press con­fer­ence over on the last

    ques­tion of did he think the tenth of one per­cent, the dis­re­gard­ed tenth of one per­cent,

    those dire-​straits peo­ple hav­ing fall­en through the safe­ty net of hu­man con­cern, did

    they come from the same fail­ure of his gov­ern­ment as his watch?




    “No,” said the Pres­ident with a smile, a lit­tle bit hap­pi­er this mo­ment be­cause it was

    2:05 P.M. As he turned, a man with straight black hair and Malaysian dark fea­tures ran from

    be­hind a cam­era with a sword, scream­ing.




    “Death to you. Death to you.”




    The man’s move­ments were so sud­den and the Se­cret Ser­vice so stunned by a phys­ical

    at­tack from the press sec­tion that Re­mo saw the man would make it to the podi­um in the Rose

    Gar­den with his sword be­fore he could be stopped. From the front row, Re­mo flipped his

    card­board note­book at the man.




    It looked mere­ly as though he opened his hand but the note­book sailed out at such

    ve­loc­ity that it tore through the sword hand and the man ar­rived at the podi­um with a limp

    wrist, a cry of death on his lips, and thrust­ing noth­ing in­to the Pres­ident’s chest

    be­cause the sword was tum­bling use­less­ly about the lawn.




    The Se­cret Ser­vice wres­tled him to the ground, got the Pres­ident out of the Rose

    Gar­den, and then an alarm went off on the man, fol­lowed by a pop. The pop was a red gushy

    thing blow­ing through the air. It was his heart. Some­thing had blown it out of his chest

    cav­ity.




    Af­ter check­ing press cre­den­tials, the as­sailant was iden­ti­fied as Du Wok of the

    In­done­sian Press Ser­vice. The man pre­vi­ous­ly had been a sol­id news­pa­per­man, was not

    open to bribes be­cause he had an in­de­pen­dent in­come and gen­er­al­ly there was on­ly

    mys­tery as to why he had at­tacked the Pres­ident. He had no po­lit­ical af­fil­ia­tions

    what­so­ev­er, which of course made him quite dif­fer­ent from most In­done­sians, who were

    ei­ther with the gov­ern­ment or in hid­ing.




    That night, at Smith’s re­quest, Re­mo stayed with the Pres­ident. No more notes were found

    nor were any bombs found. Re­mo stayed three days, wear­ing the medicine-​col­ored suit. On the

    last day, he even stayed in a far wing of the White House.




    And still no notes, no rea­son why an In­done­sian named Du Wok had at­tempt­ed to kill the

    Pres­ident. Even more puz­zling was how he got the notes in­to the Pres­ident’s cloth­ing. The

    best guess was that there was a net­work. But why did the net­work want to as­sas­si­nate the

    Pres­ident?




    Re­mo was on his way back to his va­ca­tion when his plane was turned around in flight for

    some fed­er­al emer­gen­cy. The pi­lot banked to­ward Dulles In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port and the

    pas­sen­gers be­gan grum­bling. All the pas­sen­gers were off load­ed ex­cept Re­mo, who was

    sig­naled in­to a small booth.




    Smith wait­ed in­side the booth. Silent­ly he hand­ed Re­mo a piece of white pa­per. It was

    the same size as those that had wrapped the bombs found on the Pres­ident.




    “Have they got­ten in­to his clothes again?” asked Re­mo.




    “We should be so lucky,” said Smith.




    “They killed him?”




    “We should be so lucky,” Smith said. “A Pres­ident’s im­por­tant but he’s not Mon­tana,

    Min­neso­ta, Iowa and if the winds are wrong, the en­tire Mid­west through to Chica­go.”




    “How are they go­ing to blow up all of mid­dle Amer­ica? They’re not the Rus­sians,” Re­mo

    said.




    “They don’t have to be. Be­sides, some things could be worse than a few atom­ic bombs,”

    Smith said.




    Regi­nald Woburn III wore shorts, a white T-​shirt and san­dals, and hap­pi­ly hummed to

    him­self. He was watch­ing a film. There was Du Wok with a sword. There was the note­book.

    Reg­gie ran it back­ward and the note­book went from the sword hand back to the throw­er. The

    film had been tak­en with an in­cred­ibly high­speed cam­era. If it hadn’t, it would not have

    caught the mo­tion of the man in the pink-​gray suit. One of the prob­lems was, there were

    sev­en­teen suits just like it. But this was one of the on­ly three in the front row. And the

    film he had was the on­ly one shot with enough frames per sec­ond to cap­ture the move­ment of

    the note­book. In­deed, the book had been mov­ing so fast it was shred­ding be­cause the air

    act­ed like sand­pa­per against its pages.




    Reg­gie rec­og­nized the man. The Amer­ican. The sec­ond plum. It was all so clear it was

    al­most easy. First the eaves­drop­ping de­vices that did not work. That showed what they did

    pro­fes­sion­al­ly, be­cause on­ly pro­fes­sion­als would be used to be­ing bugged. If in­deed

    this Amer­ican was some­how from the fam­ily of the old Ko­re­an, they would be work­ing for

    on­ly the high­est pow­er in the land. And the old one had men­tioned some­thing about the

    gov­ern­ment when he was talk­ing to Reg­gie. So it had been nat­ural: threat­en the Pres­ident

    and they would have to come to his aid. When Re­mo left the Del Ray con­do­mini­um sud­den­ly

    af­ter the notes to the Pres­ident, Reg­gie was sure that he had found his men. Or more

    ac­cu­rate­ly, that they had come to him, for the great se­cret of the sev­enth stone was that

    they them­selves were go­ing to show him how to kill them.




    Regi­nald watched the high-​speed cam­era catch the ac­tion again. It was a white wrist and

    a white hand. It was in­deed the sec­ond plum. Reg­gie had set the stage and there was the

    ac­tor. He ran the film again and cal­cu­lat­ed the force of the note­book. And the wrist had

    hard­ly moved in throw­ing it. Phe­nom­enal.




    They were the ones he sought, Regi­nald knew. He had ex­pect­ed them both to be Ko­re­ans

    with Ko­re­an fea­tures, but he was sure that the white one was some­how re­lat­ed to the old

    one, and he knew the old one must be just as awe­some as the white. He could see how one of

    these would be able to chase a prince and his army across the world and off the maps of the

    world. They were fright­en­ing. He watched the move­ment of the wrist again. It was so

    nat­ural, so eco­nom­ical. He knew oth­ers might be im­pressed with the re­sult, but he was

    look­ing at the source. If he had not been search­ing for this, if he had not known it was

    there, he nev­er would have seen it in the one true way of see­ing any­thing. Un­der­stand­ing

    it. But there it was, more fright­en­ing and some­how more de­sir­able than even that first

    bull ele­phant he had killed.




    And the two of them had looked like on­ly hu­man be­ings at first. Reg­gie found him­self

    hum­ming an old prayer and then he re­al­ized it was in the lan­guage his fa­ther had taught

    him for gods long dead in lands not even re­mem­bered. The king­dom Prince Wo had ruled was

    gone. But the pow­er of the Ko­re­an was not. It had been worth the wait.




    His tele­phone was ring­ing. It was his fa­ther. The Woks from Djakar­ta, In­done­sia, were

    com­plain­ing to his fa­ther that Reg­gie had killed their blessed son Du and that while they

    rec­og­nized the first son of the first son as the true lord by right, this did not in­clude

    get­ting killed. “Fa­ther,” said Regi­nald. “it does.”




    “How do you ex­pect to keep the line of the fam­ily to­geth­er if you get them killed?”




    “We’ll take care of that,” said Reg­gie.




    “Do you have oth­ers with you?”




    “No, we don’t,” said Regi­nald. “But we will take care of it.”




    As he hung up the tele­phone, Reg­gie thought that while he might have peo­ple work­ing for

    him, he had no one with him. Princes nev­er did. They were al­ways alone.




    In Djakar­ta, the fam­ily of Wok re­ceived a spe­cial sil­ver-​and-​jade plat­ter sent by

    the first­born of the first­born in the di­rect line of Prince Wo.




    In the cen­ter cov­ered by fine silks was the spe­cial sur­prise. Of such won­der was it,

    such grand­ness were the jew­els un­der the silk, that Regi­nald Woburn III had one re­quest.

    He want­ed the chil­dren of the Wok fam­ily present for the un­veil­ing of the gift. He was

    tru­ly re­pen­tant for the loss of one of their mem­bers serv­ing him and while the gift could

    nev­er com­pen­sate for a life, it most cer­tain­ly would show his feel­ings.




    It had one warn­ing. They could not re­move the silk hasti­ly be­cause it would ru­in the

    fine lac­quers and spun gold. It had to be un­wrapped un­der pre­cise in­struc­tions and for

    that they would have to be talked through it on the tele­phone. Con­sid­er­ing that the

    out­side cor­ners each held gems worth over a hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars, the Woks could on­ly

    imag­ine what the val­ue of the cen­ter would be.




    “Are the ba­bies there? I want the ba­bies, no mat­ter how young, to be there,” said

    Reg­gie. “They must re­mem­ber this day.”




    “Yes, ev­ery­one.”




    “Ev­ery­one?” Reg­gie asked. There was a long pause.




    “Why would you not think ev­ery­one is here?”




    “Be­cause we sus­pect that Ree Wok is dis­loy­al. We do not wish for him to share in this

    trea­sure if he is not there,” Reg­gie said.




    “Regi­nald, you re­al­ly do have eyes across seas for thou­sands of miles. The one of whom

    you speak was re­luc­tant. How did you see that?”




    “We will start with­out him,” Reg­gie said, “be­cause we see greater things. We see in­to

    your hearts. Now, is the plat­ter on the floor?”




    “Yes.”




    “There are no ta­bles or chairs there?”




    “No.”




    “Ev­ery­body gath­er round,” said Reg­gie. “Now place the youngest child di­rect­ly over the

    silk pile. Is it there?”




    “Yes, yes. My arms are get­ting tired hold­ing him.”




    “Just put him down.”




    “Feet­first?”




    “Any way,” said Reg­gie. Sud­den­ly there was a click­ing on the line and all he could hear

    was transocean­ic in­ter­fer­ence, a crack­ling and then the line was dead.




    “Hel­lo,” he said and no one an­swered.




    With­in the hour, Ree Wok, the man who was not at the fam­ily gath­er­ing, tele­phoned.




    “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you for sav­ing me.”




    “Did any es­cape?” Reg­gie asked.




    “None. The en­tire house col­lapsed. Pieces were found a half-​mile away, I have heard.”




    “Ree Wok, we de­clare you now head of the Wok clan.”




    “Yes, great Prince. But there are no Woks left.”




    “Take a wife,” said Reg­gie. “We com­mand it.”




    “Yes, great Prince.”




    Fa­ther was on the phone short­ly there­after and Reg­gie had to ex­plain that he had

    rea­sons for what he did and the fam­ily had grown quite slop­py over the cen­turies and that

    fi­nal­ly the fam­ily would re­turn to its full glo­ry with the Ko­re­ans gone.




    “Fa­ther,” he con­clud­ed. “We just don’t have time for you.”




    “Are they gone yet, the Ko­re­ans?”




    “You don’t even know who they are,” said Reg­gie to the sil­ly old man.




    “Have you killed them?”




    “We will,” Reg­gie said.




    (His­to­ry of Sinan­ju from the gra­cious pen of Chi­un, for those to come, that the House

    of Sinan­ju shall in its glo­ry pros­per and sur­vive.)




    “And through the years, Chi­un would ac­cept no ob­sta­cle, even though the pupil was not

    from pre­cise­ly what was con­sid­ered the old bor­ders of the vil­lage. As has been men­tioned

    in the his­to­ries, these bor­ders changed of­ten. Some­times those who lived west of the mill

    were con­sid­ered Sinan­ju. Some­times not. Who was to say where the bor­ders in one age be­gan

    and where in an­oth­er they left off? As has been men­tioned in pre­vi­ous his­to­ries by

    Chi­un, there might be those who would ques­tion, not with­out some foun­da­tion, whether

    Chi­un’s pupil was in­deed born with­in the for­mal bound­aries of the vil­lage. There are

    al­ways those who will quib­ble.




    “Nev­er­the­less, through the years, Re­mo showed that Chi­un could raise him to that lev­el

    which could not be de­nied. He was Sinan­ju, even if he had been born as far away as the south

    vil­lage. Nay, even Peking or Tokyo, which he was not.




    “Dur­ing the time of rest, Chi­un took Re­mo to an is­land in the new world Chi­un had

    dis­cov­ered. (See: Dis­cov­ery of Amer­ica, Em­per­or Who Would Not Serve.)




    “And it came to pass that a to­tal stranger came in­to Chi­un and men­tion­ing that Re­mo

    had been gone many days now bor­der­ing on weeks, said, ‘Where has your son gone?’




    ” ‘Son,’ an­swered Chi­un. ‘Why do you say that?’




    ” ‘Be­cause,’ said this sim­ple but wise stranger, ‘there is some­thing about him that is so

    much your son. Or even your broth­er.’




    “Here, from the lips of a third per­son, was proof that Re­mo, the pupil, was def­inite­ly

    of Sinan­ju even if he had been born, in the eyes of some, far west of the old mill.”




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Smith in­to the spe­cial de­vice that would al­low his voice to

    be scram­bled. On­ly a tele­phone in the White House could un­scram­ble it.




    “He has been there for a week, sir,” Smith said.




    “Then why hasn’t he stopped it?” the Pres­ident said.




    “I don’t know, sir.”




    “Should I leave Wash­ing­ton?”




    “I don’t know.”




    “Well, dammit, Smith, what do you know? You run the or­ga­ni­za­tion that’s sup­posed to

    know ev­ery­thing. What do you know?”




    “He’s on it, sir. And I don’t know his meth­ods. On­ly one oth­er per­son does.”




    “The old Ori­en­tal? I like him. Use him too.”




    “I am afraid, sir, that ac­cord­ing to the pro­to­cols un­der which I op­er­ate, you can­not

    or­der me to do things. You can on­ly sug­gest or or­der me to dis­band. This was to pro­tect

    the coun­try from my or­ga­ni­za­tion in case a Pres­ident should try to mis­use it.”




    “I don’t see how try­ing to save twen­ty mil­lion peo­ple from dy­ing a hor­ri­ble death is

    mis­us­ing your or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    Smith knew that the death threats and that crazed In­done­sian news­man try­ing to kill him

    with a sword had got­ten to the Pres­ident. He was not about to tell this dis­traught lead­er

    that the Ori­en­tal whom the Pres­ident liked so much be­cause he was old too had be­come

    dif­fi­cult be­cause Smith was us­ing Re­mo when Re­mo should have been rest­ing.




    Smith was on­ly glad that Re­mo demon­strat­ed that even while he was at less than peak, he

    was still far be­yond any­thing else in the field he might come up against.




    So Smith as­sured the Pres­ident that the Ori­en­tal was not need­ed.




    “I will call you again on­ly if it is ab­so­lute­ly nec­es­sary, sir. I don’t think for the

    sake of our on­go­ing cov­er, we should be talk­ing this much,” Smith said.




    “All right,” said the Pres­ident.




    But be­fore the day was out, Smith was phon­ing him. He had seen pro­ject­ed weath­er

    re­ports about a change in the jet stream and the Pres­ident was go­ing to have to leave

    Wash­ing­ton. The whole east coast would be in dan­ger too.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    It was In­di­an coun­try but the dan­ger wasn’t the In­di­ans. They were the vic­tims. The

    rolling hills where an­te­lope and buf­fa­lo had grazed un­til the in­tro­duc­tion of the

    ri­fle and cash for their skins, ac­tu­al­ly cov­ered in their scenic beau­ty a bu­reau­crat­ic

    foul-​up so dan­ger­ous that ev­ery de­part­ment had kept pass­ing it to an­oth­er de­part­ment

    since the First World War.




    Un­der­neath grass, far be­neath where go­phers made their un­der­ground vil­lages, were

    four square miles of nerve gas, the first con­tain­ers put there in case Kaiser Bill didn’t

    learn his les­son and Amer­ica need­ed to use gas war­fare in the trench­es of France. But at

    the end of the Great War, lat­er to be giv­en num­ber one, gas war­fare was out­lawed.




    Like all the oth­er coun­tries with stand­ing armies, Amer­ica kept the gas just in case

    any­one else would vi­olate the treaty. And then World War II broke out and new, more vir­ulent

    gas was man­ufac­tured in case any­one broke the treaty in that war.




    And then the cold war start­ed and one nev­er knew what Rus­sia might do, so more new gas

    was man­ufac­tured.




    And there was nev­er a war in which Amer­ica used gas, nor did any oth­er coun­try, no

    mat­ter how base its phi­los­ophy, un­til in the Mid­dle East an Arab coun­try based on the

    prin­ci­ples of “com­pas­sion and jus­tice” used it against a fel­low Is­lam­ic coun­try, based

    on “jus­tice and com­pas­sion.”




    Like all the oth­er civ­ilized coun­tries who had nev­er used their gas in war, Amer­ica had

    been mak­ing it since Woodrow Wil­son and the Sop­with Camel air­plane and had an aw­ful lot of

    dead­ly gas. Acres of it. Miles of it.




    In the ear­ly 1900s, they start­ed stock­pil­ing it with a friend­ly tribe of In­di­ans in

    the Pa­kee­ta reser­va­tion. The deal was one bot­tle of whiskey for one can of gas. The can

    would be buried un­der­ground and the Pa­kee­ta would nev­er even have to see it, much less

    smell it. The Pa­kee­ta had the word of the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment, a sa­cred promise from

    its lead­er and peo­ple. The gas was safe.




    Since the Pa­kee­ta chief had al­ready sam­pled an aw­ful lot of the whiskey the

    gov­ern­ment would give just to store the gas on the Pa­kee­ta reser­va­tion just south of

    Billings, Mon­tana, he took the sa­cred word of the white man.




    In­ter­na­tion­al re­la­tions be­ing what they were, the en­tire Pa­kee­ta tribe was able to

    stay drunk right up un­til the 1960s, when a new mil­itan­cy over­took them. They were not

    go­ing to store the white man’s filthy weapons of death for his filthy body-​de­stroy­ing

    whiskey. They were touch­ing their old roots again and de­mand­ed clear wa­ter and rich

    graz­ing lands and the pure sky of the great spir­its. It was not the days of trust­ing,

    sim­ple In­di­ans any­more. The U.S. gov­ern­ment could keep its whiskey. The Pa­kee­ta want­ed

    their dig­ni­ty. They want­ed cash.




    They got the cash and they bought co­caine and whiskey, al­though the old-​timers still

    liked the old gov­ern­ment-​is­sue whiskey bet­ter.




    They con­tin­ued to get chem­icals in iron drums. One whiff of the sort of dead­ly gas that

    had been cre­at­ed could kill a man. A spoon­ful of the liq­uid al­lowed to mist in the air

    could wipe out a town. A quart would do a state, and the Pa­kee­ta were sit­ting on four square

    miles of the drums and the orig­inal drums were rust­ing. Steel did that when buried in

    wa­ter-​laden ground.




    The steel had been do­ing that since Kaiser Bill and his Huns. The De­part­ment of the Army

    said it wasn’t its prob­lem; the Army had got­ten rid of the gas. The Bu­reau of In­di­an

    Af­fairs wasn’t re­spon­si­ble be­cause that was a prob­lem of the land it­self and the BIA

    dealt on­ly with the In­di­ans; it had no ju­ris­dic­tion un­der the ground. They kicked it

    over to the De­part­ment of the In­te­ri­or, which launched an in­ves­ti­ga­tion and blamed the

    Army.




    The drums rust­ed. Ev­ery­one knew they were dan­ger­ous. The gov­ern­ment formed a

    high-​lev­el com­mit­tee to in­ves­ti­gate and make im­me­di­ate rec­om­men­da­tions. It was

    1920 and there was enough gas un­der­ground at that time to wipe out Mon­tana. By the time the

    com­mit­tee was form­ing its fi­nal sub­com­mit­tee to fi­nal­ize its fi­nal

    rec­om­men­da­tions, there was enough gas stored un­der the Pa­kee­ta reser­va­tion to wipe out

    the Unit­ed States and half the fish in the At­lantic, de­pend­ing on how strong the winds

    were. It could al­so take out part of Cana­da and if there was a south­ward flow, set­tle

    Cen­tral Amer­ica’s prob­lems for a good two cen­turies.




    And then some­one, as a lit­tle gift, sent a piece of one rust­ed drum to the Bu­reau of

    In­di­an Af­fairs, the De­part­ment of the Army, the De­part­ment of the In­te­ri­or and to the

    com­mit­tee that was still in­ves­ti­gat­ing six­ty-​four years lat­er.




    In three mail­rooms, ev­ery per­son was killed when the met­al touched air com­ing out of

    its plas­tic pack­age. In the fourth mail­room, a vent car­ried the scent to the sec­ond floor,

    where thir­ty-​two peo­ple were left star­ing dumb­ly in­to space, their ner­vous sys­tems

    wrecked for­ev­er.




    The most fright­en­ing thing, how­ev­er, was not the bod­ies but the note.




    “Please check the met­al. You will find that it was man­ufac­tured by the Rus­co Steel­works

    of Gary, In­di­ana, in 1917, pre­cise­ly for the Army. And that for one pur­pose: to store gas.

    We tried clean­ing off the met­al by im­mer­sion in chem­icals but as you prob­ably know by

    now, even the most se­vere chem­ical scrub­bing can­not clean this stuff. We had to re­move the

    met­al to get the ex­plo­sives in­to the drums. Quite a chore, con­sid­er­ing ev­ery­thing had

    to be sealed air­tight when we did it. But we’re good at plac­ing bombs. Ask the

    Pres­ident.”




    Even be­fore the bod­ies were cleaned out of the mail­rooms, the sec­ond notes ar­rived,

    this time sent to the sec­re­taries of the heads of the de­part­ments, which showed that the

    sender knew there would be no one left in the mail­rooms to dis­tribute the let­ters.




    This let­ter was a puz­zle. There was a maze that some­one had to get through in or­der to

    get in­to the stored drums to dis­man­tle the bomb be­fore it ex­plod­ed. There was al­so a

    schemat­ic of the bomb and Army en­gi­neers ex­pressed ad­mi­ra­tion for it. It could take off

    ap­prox­imate­ly fif­teen acres of earth. Giv­en prop­er jet-​stream ac­tiv­ity, it could blow

    enough poi­son gas in­to the air to de­stroy the Mid­west.




    Two men tried to fol­low the map that came with the note and were lost. So was a third. It

    seemed that not on­ly did the Army Rangers have to tip­toe through cans of rust­ing nerve gas,

    load­ed down with breath­ing ap­pa­ra­tus and suits to keep their skin safe from air con­tact,

    but that there were peo­ple hid­ing in those un­der­ground ar­eas who knew their way around and

    who knew how to kill.




    And the bomb was go­ing to go off.




    Armies were use­less. In the un­der­ground mazes of drums, ten thou­sand men were no bet­ter

    than one. In fact, the sec­ond note had warned that if more than two men were sent to dis­arm

    the bomb, it would be ex­plod­ed.




    One or two spe­cial men were need­ed and af­ter the best of the Rangers were used up on the

    first day, the Pres­ident had or­dered the Army to step aside. He was go­ing to use oth­er

    means.




    Re­mo ar­rived in Billings, Mon­tana, on one of its rare mug­gy days with a lit­tle

    en­ve­lope con­tain­ing the notes. It was the en­ve­lope Smith had giv­en him back at Dulles

    Air­port when the is­land-​bound plane had been di­vert­ed back to take­off. Find the bomb,

    dis­arm it and get it out from those rot­ting drums of poi­son gas.




    “And, Re­mo,” Smith had said, “watch your­self. All right?”




    “You want me to do an­oth­er steer­ing wheel, Smit­ty?” asked Re­mo, and then he was off to

    Billings.




    The Pa­kee­ta reser­va­tion didn’t have teepees but neat hous­es with pick­up trucks, some

    laun­dry hang­ing on the lines of those hous­es with­out dry­ers, and large dis­count stores.

    No one was sell­ing blan­kets and Re­mo didn’t see a feath­er in any­one’s hair. He was asked

    thir­teen times what he was do­ing there and showed iden­ti­fi­ca­tion from the Bu­reau of

    In­di­an Af­fairs.




    He found the en­trance to the gas-​stor­age area, two plain steel doors set in­to a hill

    that looked like a bunker. Two guards at the en­trance checked his pa­pers.




    “Some Army guys go in yes­ter­day, they don’t come out on their feet,” said one of the

    guards.




    “I’m not Army,” Re­mo said.




    “They plen­ty tough.”




    “It’s not tough­ness that counts,” Re­mo said with a lit­tle smile. “It’s sweet­ness.”




    “Hey, where’s your flash­light?”




    “Don’t need one.”




    “You want to leave your mon­ey with me?” the guard asked.




    “Why?”




    “You ain’t com­ing out again and I can use it,” the guard said.




    “I’m com­ing out,” Re­mo said.




    In­side, he let the dark­ness fill him. The nor­mal re­sponse of a per­son to dark was

    anx­iety, which strained the ner­vous sys­tem. Fear made the dark dark­er. In dim light, Re­mo

    could ad­just his eyes so that he could see nor­mal­ly. But in to­tal dark­ness, he did a

    dif­fer­ent kind of see­ing. It wasn’t nor­mal vi­sion with col­ors and out­lines; it was more

    of a know­ing.




    The drums were stacked neat­ly, stretched out in square for­ma­tions. Re­mo stayed still and

    heard a small scur­ry­ing sound, prob­ably a hun­dred yards away. Good, he thought. No gas is

    es­cap­ing be­cause the mice are alive. Of course, some of this gas man­ufac­tured in the

    fifties could at­tack through the skin. There was World War I and II gas, Ko­re­an gas,

    cold-​war gas, Viet­nam gas. Bet­ter dy­ing through chem­istry.




    There was mois­ture here un­der the earth and there was a cer­tain heav­iness in the

    dark­ness. Re­mo tast­ed the air as he breathed. It was rich as it al­ways was

    un­der­ground.




    He moved be­tween the drums ac­cord­ing to the map and got lost. The map was use­less. But

    the ar­eas of drums did have bor­ders and they were not that vast, so Re­mo be­gan cut­ting the

    place up in squares, ex­am­in­ing each square with eyes and hands, feel­ing for any­thing that

    might be a bomb, any­thing to in­di­cate that he had reached that drum with sec­tions sawn out,

    the sec­tions that had killed the peo­ple in the gov­ern­ment mail­rooms.




    It was slow. He stayed there two days. Four times the doors opened show­ing painful­ly white

    light, and voic­es called out ask­ing Re­mo if he was all right.




    “Yeah, I’m okay. Shut the door.”




    The Bu­reau of In­di­an Af­fairs said he didn’t have to be there. “It’s Army

    re­spon­si­bil­ity.”




    “Shut the door,” Re­mo said. He had once been a sol­dier him­self, long ago be­fore his

    train­ing, and he thought of the de­pen­dence on tools that most men had. Man first used a

    club, then a sharp­ened stone, and now he was us­ing lasers from space. And ev­ery tool man

    used made him use his own abil­ities less, so that now most of his sens­es and mus­cles were as

    use­less as his ap­pendix. Us­ing what you had: that was the se­cret of Sinan­ju.




    He found where the Rangers had died. He could feel in the earth where heels had dug in, that

    des­per­ate strong throb of mus­cles fight­ing for life, sud­den­ly hav­ing to be used when

    they had nev­er been used be­fore.




    And then sud­den­ly the air was del­icate again, not heavy. An­oth­er pas­sage­way had been

    opened. Re­mo was still. He heard them breath­ing; he heard their fin­gers work their way along

    bar­rels, fin­gers that were sure of where they were go­ing.




    They knew this place un­der­ground, for peo­ple did not move that quick­ly in the dark

    with­out hav­ing been there be­fore. Then they stopped. They were wait­ing for him, wait­ing

    for him to make a sound.




    In the dark, the Rangers had been at an awe­some dis­ad­van­tage against these men who knew

    their way. Re­mo heard them whis­per.




    “I don’t hear him.”




    “Shh­hhh.”




    “He still here?”




    “Here? How’s he gonna get out?”




    “So why don’t he make no sound?”




    “Maybe he’s sleep­ing.”




    And so, very clear­ly, Re­mo said: “Not sleep­ing, sweet­heart. Come and get me.”




    He heard them move along the ground. They were qui­eter than most men. In­di­ans prob­ably.

    In­di­ans could move well, even though most of them were too heavy. Re­mo moved him­self with

    their rhythms so that they could not pos­si­bly hear him. He moved be­hind one and ev­er so

    gen­tly pushed the third rib up in­to the aor­ta. Hearts did not pump ef­fi­cient­ly with bone

    jam­ming in­to them. Re­mo put down the first one with smooth qui­et in that dark cham­ber.




    Then he fol­lowed the oth­er. The oth­er stopped ev­ery few steps and lis­tened for his

    vic­tim. Re­mo stopped with him.




    Fi­nal­ly, Re­mo whis­pered, “Guess who?” The In­di­an stalk­ing in the dark sud­den­ly

    screamed and tried to run for the ex­it. But he was caught by the neck and pressed in­to the

    ground.




    “Hi. I am the great white spir­it, come to break your skull,” said Re­mo. “But I will make

    you a promise. Tell me who paid you, tell me who told you to do these things and I will let you

    live for­ev­er in a land where the wa­ter flows free and the skies are pure.”




    “Hey, man, we just need­ed the dough. Coke costs. We don’t know who is be­hind it. We just

    got told there would be Army peo­ple com­ing in and we should kill them and then there would be

    a guy here and we should get him if we could.”




    “Who told you?”




    “Crazy guy. Said that we would get paid ten grand to kill you and a hun­dred grand to

    de­scribe ex­act­ly how we did it.”




    “What did he look like?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t know. We got an overnight de­liv­ery of cash with a phone num­ber. We kind of

    ad­ver­tise as guides to this place. Well, we had this phone con­ver­sa­tion and he told us the

    Rangers or some­body was go­ing to come and told us to be ready for them, and hell, when you

    get sev­en­ty-​five hun­dred through Easy Ex­press in the mail, you do tend to give a man

    ser­vice.”




    “You must re­mem­ber more,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s it. You know, we’re In­di­an guides to the pub­lic. We don’t ask too many

    ques­tions. We usu­al­ly get paid in tens and twen­ties and if we’re lucky we can sell a

    frig­ging blan­ket. This man was talk­ing big mon­ey.”




    “Okay. Thank you for your help. I think you’ve spo­ken tru­ly,” Re­mo said.




    “Let me go then. I told you ev­ery­thing.”




    “No, I’m go­ing to kill you,” Re­mo said. “This is In­di­an coun­try and it’s a white

    tra­di­tion not to keep our word.”




    “But you said your word would be good as long as the wa­ter flowed.”




    “Yup,” said Re­mo, sev­er­ing nerves in the brain with a sharp pain­less pinch. “That’s an

    old stand­by. We’ve used that a lot.”




    Re­mo con­tin­ued his search for the bomb and fi­nal­ly found what he was look­ing for in

    the four­teenth quad­rant. But it wasn’t a bomb. His hands found a smooth plas­tic coat­ing

    cov­er­ing sev­er­al bar­rels. It was a sticky sub­stance, thick as a base­ball glove, and that

    was good be­cause no air could es­cape from that. In fact, any punc­ture in a bar­rel would be

    sealed by this cov­er­ing. The peo­ple knew what they were do­ing. He found the bar­rels with

    the miss­ing sec­tions. The cov­er­ing just flowed around the sec­tions, keep­ing the

    liq­ue­fied gas se­cure in­side. In fact, these bar­rels were not the most dan­ger­ous, as

    Smith had warned him. They were the safest, be­cause they would not leak poi­son by

    ac­ci­dent.




    But there was no bomb in­side. He should have asked the In­di­ans. Why not be­fore he killed

    them? The prob­lem with killing some­one was you al­ways had to get ev­ery­thing you need­ed

    first. You nev­er had a sec­ond chance.




    When Re­mo came out in­to the day­light, he had to keep his eyes shut be­cause the sun felt

    like flamethrow­ers on his pupils. He heard chant­ing some dis­tance away. It sound­ed like a

    protest.




    “No, no, no to death. No, no, no more chem­icals. No, no, no to the USA. USA, go away. USA

    go away.”




    Re­mo heard the out­side guard move near him. “Are those In­di­ans?” Re­mo said.




    “No, they come from Carmel, Cal­ifor­nia. They’re here to tell the gov­ern­ment to stop

    push­ing around the In­di­ans.”




    “Any In­di­ans there?”




    “They don’t tell us. They don’t let us near them.”




    When Re­mo’s eyes lost their night sen­si­tiv­ity, he saw tele­vi­sion cam­eras fo­cus­ing

    on a line of men and wom­en, some dressed quite fash­ion­ably. “USA, go away. USA, go

    away.”




    Be­hind them was parked a ring of cars like a cir­cle of cov­ered wag­ons. The sky was just

    a kiss of blue with cot­ton-​white clouds and the air was light. It felt good to be above

    ground. Per­haps that was why Re­mo thought the wom­an speak­ing to the tele­vi­sion re­porter

    looked so beau­ti­ful. She al­so looked fa­mil­iar.




    He won­dered whether he should warn peo­ple to evac­uate. But evac­uate for what? There was

    no bomb there. Why should any­one go to so much trou­ble to threat­en the gov­ern­ment with a

    bomb that wasn’t there? Had he missed the bomb?




    He doubt­ed it.




    And who would kill two Army Rangers for a bomb that wasn’t there? And why wasn’t there a

    de­mand for some­thing? Free all pris­on­ers or give them ten mil­lion dol­lars or

    some­thing.




    Bar­rels metic­ulous­ly cut apart un­der air­re­tar­dant plas­tic gel, sent to the right

    peo­ple to get a re­sponse, those re­spond­ing get­ting killed, and then no one touch­ing him

    and no bomb there. What was it all about? Had they done what they set out to do? If so, what

    was it?




    The wom­an was a stun­ner. Rich black hair, sea-​blue eyes and a body that could make a

    Trap­pist monk buy a hair­piece.




    She was talk­ing about chem­icals. She was talk­ing about death. She rep­re­sent­ed MAC,

    Moth­ers and Ac­tress­es Against Chem­icals. It was go­ing to roll over peo­ple.




    “It’s about time the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment re­al­ized it can’t come in here and push

    us around any­more. Get its mur­der­ous chem­icals off our land.”




    There were an aw­ful lot of cam­eras fo­cused on her. All of them but one, and it was

    fo­cused on Re­mo, who smiled at it and gave the peace sign. The cam­era turned away.

    Ap­par­ent­ly it was get­ting some sort of crowd shot.




    The spokesper­son an­nounced that she was not go­ing to give any more in­ter­views be­cause

    ev­ery­one had driv­en sev­er­al hun­dred miles to tell the gov­ern­ment to get off their land

    and they were all very tired.




    “No,” she said. “I’m not an In­di­an and I don’t live here. But I do live in this world. And

    even though I am Kim Ki­ley, ac­tress and star, I feel I owe the world my pres­ence here.

    Poi­son gas does not dis­crim­inate about whose lungs it tears up. Wom­en, chil­dren, the lame,

    crip­pled, in­sane, drug de­pen­dent, blacks and His­pan­ics. And yes, fa­mous stars whose

    mul­ti­mil­lion-​dol­lar-​gross movie is ap­pear­ing now at all your neigh­bor­hood film

    the­aters. It was beau­ti­ful­ly filmed on ex­ot­ic lo­ca­tions. Star Lust. At neigh­bor­hood

    the­aters now, star­ring Kim Ki­ley.”




    So that was why he rec­og­nized her. Be­hind one of the cars, a sharp­shoot­er lev­eled a

    scope-​sight­ed ri­fle at the thin man in the black T-​shirt and black chi­nos. He aimed at the

    feet.




    Re­mo thought the man could have held up a lol­lipop and still ad­ver­tised that he was

    try­ing to shoot some­one. His en­tire body was tensed, as if it were in pain. Re­mo saw the

    light of the gun muz­zle, the line of the bul­let, and moved out of its low path as it kicked

    up dust in the land of the Pa­kee­ta reser­va­tion. Then came the crack of the sound catch­ing

    up. The man fired again, this time at Re­mo’s chest.




    The bul­let sang in­to the iron doors where the lead splat­tered with sledge­ham­mer force.

    Two oth­er gun­men joined, each be­hind one of the cars in the cir­cle, putting Re­mo in a

    cross­fire. Now they were aim­ing at him, not his feet.




    Now there was yelling and scream­ing from the demon­stra­tors who, as it al­ways hap­pened,

    looked for gun­fire a good two sec­onds af­ter the sound of the first shot. They saw the

    bul­lets kick­ing up dust. They saw a fig­ure in dark shirt and slacks seem to writhe in the

    rain of fire and as if he were dust him­self some­how move across the prairie grass like a

    wave, a wave that the gun­fire could not quite catch.




    Sud­den­ly, as if the ri­fles were use­less, the three snipers threw them to the ground.

    Each drew a .357 Mag­num from his belt.




    They were large hand­guns, whose bul­lets could shoot out the sup­port beam in a bun­ga­low.

    While some bul­lets could go through a car door, a .357 Mag­num could take it off. Each gun­man

    knew that at close range with a slug that big, they had on­ly to hit part of their tar­get to

    dis­able him. A .357 Mag­num bul­let could catch a leg with such force that the spine would

    shat­ter.




    And each of the men had been giv­en spe­cial shells.




    “You might have some dif­fi­cul­ty hit­ting him,” they had been told.




    “I took out the eye of a grape pick­er in Barcelona at a hun­dred yards,” said one

    gun­man.




    “This is not some grape pick­er who has dis­pleased his pa­tron.”




    “I’ve shot kneecaps off run­ning men,” said an­oth­er gun­man.




    “Good. Then you will be all the more cer­tain to kill this one. Now I want you first, to

    fire around him, his feet, near his head. Per­haps for sev­er­al shots. Then go for the body

    and then if you con­tin­ue to miss, I want you to use these spe­cial shells in your

    hand­guns.”




    All three laughed. All three took the spe­cial shells. For the kind of mon­ey they were

    be­ing paid, they would have tak­en a tank if the man had in­sist­ed. They had met him on a

    yacht off Lit­tle Ex­uma, a fag­gy kind of guy, but so were many rich Amer­icans.




    And there was that strange re­quire­ment. The Amer­ican had in­sist­ed that if he found out

    that they had used their ri­fles for a close-​up kill, in­stead of the spe­cial shells in a

    hand­gun, they would not get their spe­cial bonus.




    No one asked Mr. Regi­nald Woburn III why he ex­pect­ed the vic­tim to get close if they

    should miss him. In fact, af­ter be­ing shot at, the vic­tim, if he weren’t dead, would be

    run­ning away and they would have a hard­er time fin­ish­ing him with a pis­tol.




    Af­ter the first in­ten­tion­al miss, when they were try­ing to hit him with ri­fle fire,

    ev­ery­thing hap­pened so quick­ly that they didn’t have time to thank their good for­tune when

    he ac­tu­al­ly charged them. It was like their bonus run­ning right in­to their hands.




    They were go­ing to be paid for ev­ery slug of the .357 am­mu­ni­tion that they put in­to

    his body. Each of the gun­men was sure that the skin­ny guy in the black T-​shirt was go­ing to

    end up with eigh­teen Mag­num slugs in him. They won­dered if the last bul­lets would have to

    be fired at bone frag­ments be­cause that would be all that was left.




    They were so in­tent on fir­ing all six slugs in­to the skin­ny guy that they didn’t

    re­al­ize none of them got off the sec­ond shot.




    Out came the guns, lev­el went the sights, squeeze went the trig­ger fin­gers and away went

    the heads of the gun­men. The guns ex­plod­ed. To Re­mo it looked as if the three had blown

    them­selves up. He looked around. The bod­ies were pieces of trunks. Their heads were off

    some­where, in frag­ments across the rolling prairie. He heard the whir of the cam­eras. Some

    wom­en were still scream­ing.




    Re­mo thought he knew what was hap­pen­ing. “Ev­ery­one,” he yelled. “Get out of here. Get

    out of here. It’s go­ing to blow. Get out of here.” He im­me­di­ate­ly fad­ed back to the

    en­trance to the un­der­ground stor­age of the gas drums.




    But the on­ly ones there were the guards, ly­ing on the ground cov­er­ing their heads, their

    bod­ies in the way of the door. No one could have en­tered. It was not a di­ver­sion to get

    in­to the doors and shoot at the drums and ex­plode them. The pur­pose of the snipers blow­ing

    them­selves up had to be blow­ing them­selves up. And there wasn’t a bomb in­side. Or out­side.

    Just a bunch of peo­ple run­ning around ter­ri­fied now be­cause he had told them to run for

    their lives.




    And they were run­ning. Cars were start­ing up. Ladies were scram­bling through the grass

    with their shoes fly­ing off their feet. Cam­er­amen were div­ing in­to their vans and tak­ing

    off and Re­mo was stand­ing there, feel­ing very fool­ish as the two guards got up and brushed

    them­selves off.




    “What’s go­ing to blow?” asked the guards, who knew no one had en­tered the un­der­ground

    stor­age area.




    “Noth­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “You shouldn’t scare peo­ple like that, mis­ter, af­ter all the shoot­ing and

    ev­ery­thing.”




    “You bas­tard,” came the shriek of a wom­an’s voice. It was Kim Ki­ley run­ning at him. Her

    face was twist­ed, her teeth bared, and she raised a fist and then slick­ly moved in­to a nice

    smooth groin kick. Re­mo moved aside as the leg went by and caught her as she lost her

    bal­ance. She had put her whole body in­to the kick and when her toe did not meet des­ig­nat­ed

    ten­der parts of the vic­tim, her back head­ed for the ground.




    Re­mo stopped the fall and set her right. She scratched at his face. He caught her nails in

    his palms and pressed them back to her sides. She spat. He ducked. She swung. He stepped aside.

    “Will you stay still?” she screamed.




    “Okay,” said Re­mo and she punched his chest. He let his chest mus­cles re­ceive her

    knuck­les and she let out a yell.




    “Ooooh, that was weird. It was like punch­ing air.” She wiped her punch­ing hand off on her

    dress as if it had en­coun­tered some­thing slimy.




    “Ooooh,” she said again and shiv­ered. “That was aw­ful.”




    “I’m sor­ry I made punch­ing me un­pleas­ant, Ms. Ki­ley,” said Re­mo. He had seen one of

    her films and won­dered at her great abil­ity to look in­no­cent. He had nev­er seen her with

    this fe­ro­cious anger.




    She punched again, this time at the head. Re­mo kissed the knuck­les com­ing at him. She

    didn’t wipe it off, just looked at her hand won­der­ing what had gone wrong. He should have had

    bloody lips by now. Her agent al­ways bled when she punched him there and he knew karate and

    kung fu.




    “How could you do this to me? How could you do it?”




    “Do what?” asked Re­mo.




    “Ru­in my demon­stra­tion. How could you do it? I’m Kim Ki­ley out here among these

    smellies, a full day’s drive with ma­jor net­works, all three, and the ca­ble net­work, and you

    stage that shootout. Re­al­ly, how could you?”




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “Those men you had shoot at you to get all the pub­lic­ity. I think they’re dead. With three

    dead men, you could have got­ten the same pub­lic­ity on Hol­ly­wood and Vine. You didn’t have

    to come out here. I came out here. I had to use the poi­son gas in there. I had to use this

    stink­ing reser­va­tion. Don’t these peo­ple ev­er wash? I’m for In­di­an rights, but there are

    lim­its.”




    The guards, who were In­di­ans, glow­ered at Kim Ki­ley. Kim waved them away as if their

    glow­ers were un­called for.




    “Ms. Ki­ley, this may come as a shock to you but I did not get my­self shot at for

    pub­lic­ity,” Re­mo said.




    “Re­al­ly? Then why did you have that high­speed cam­era trained on you? It wasn’t net­work

    and it wasn’t ca­ble be­cause they al­ways have those sym­bols on their cam­eras to prove they

    were there. No sym­bols, and trained on you.”




    “I did no­tice a cam­era,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh, re­al­ly now. You no­ticed it, eh? You sud­den­ly no­ticed the cam­era fo­cus­ing on

    you all the time?”




    “I no­ticed it fo­cused on me. How did you know it was a high-​speed cam­era?”




    “Didn’t you look? The film mag­azine. It’s three times as big as the net­works’. They use

    more film be­cause of the high speed. Don’t tell me you don’t know that with a high-​speed

    cam­era you can get a fin­er im­age of your­self?”




    “Makes sense,” said Re­mo. “But no, I didn’t know that.”




    “And it was my bad side too. Who are you go­ing to deal the footage through?”




    “I’m not deal­ing any footage, what­ev­er that is,” Re­mo said.




    “C’mon. When’s your movie com­ing out?”




    “I don’t have a movie.”




    “With your looks? What are you do­ing here then?”




    “I am,” said Re­mo, re­mem­ber­ing his iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, “with the Bu­reau of In­di­an

    Af­fairs.”




    “Those cam­er­amen weren’t from a gov­ern­ment firm. They were a com­mer­cial com­pa­ny. I

    saw their truck.”




    “Did you see if the gun­men came from that truck?”




    “I just saw the dust kick up and heard noise. One net­work got me out of fo­cus at that

    point but ev­ery­one else just turned away. I think they were us­ing zoom lens­es on you. You

    got close-​ups, maybe four, four and a half sec­onds. It’s go­ing net­work.”




    His face would be seen across the coun­try. No mat­ter, Re­mo thought. It would just be

    an­oth­er face of some­one be­ing shot at. Peo­ple saw so many faces, who would take note of

    his?




    “How can you frac­tion sec­onds of cam­era time while ev­ery­one else is run­ning for their

    lives?” Re­mo asked.




    “I’m an ac­tress. Are there any gun­men left where you hired those? It was a good move. It’s

    go­ing net­work. Get­ting shot at is net­work, prime time.”




    “I didn’t hire them. In fact, they were try­ing to kill me,” Re­mo said.




    “Dead?”




    “Yes. That sort of thing.”




    “Well, at least they didn’t hurt your face.” Kim Ki­ley ca­ressed his cheeks with her palms,

    turn­ing the head like a crafts­man ex­am­in­ing his work, then gave his cheek a friend­ly

    lit­tle pat. “Fine. A love­ly face. Do you do any­thing with it?”




    “I see through it, eat through it, talk through it and breathe through it.”




    “No, I mean any­thing im­por­tant. I mean, are you do­ing any fea­ture work?

    Tele­vi­sion?”




    “I’m not an ac­tor.”




    “My Lord,” gasped Kim Ki­ley, cov­er­ing her mouth with a palm. “They were shoot­ing at

    you.”




    “I thought I had been telling you that.”




    “Oh, this is ter­ri­ble. Then what was that cam­era crew do­ing here shoot­ing you with

    high­speed film?”




    “I don’t know. I hon­est­ly don’t know.” Re­mo looked at the dust on the hori­zon. The crews

    were long gone now, but per­haps the net­works had ac­ci­den­tal­ly got­ten a shot of those

    cam­er­amen who were in­ter­est­ed in Re­mo. There had been cam­er­amen too when the Pres­ident

    had been at­tacked. He could have been killed any­time, but on­ly when there were cam­eras

    present was he at­tacked. “Do you re­mem­ber any­thing else about those men with the

    high-​speed cam­eras?” asked Re­mo. He moved the ac­tress away from the guards. Off in the

    dis­tance, he heard sirens. Po­lice must have been no­ti­fied.




    “Cer­tain­ly,” she said. “I want­ed to buy some footage even though it wasn’t my best side.

    It was Won­der Film, Pa­lo Al­to. I know them. They’re rep­utable. They would nev­er be

    in­volved in a shoot­ing. They won’t even film soft porn.”




    “Won­der Films? Sounds like a porn shop to me,” said Re­mo.




    “No. William and Ethel Won­der. They’ve been in the busi­ness for years. To­tal­ly

    re­li­able, to­tal­ly hon­est. They al­most went bankrupt a half-​dozen times.”




    “Maybe they need­ed the mon­ey?”




    “No. They can’t be bought. Not ev­ery­one wants to deal with them. You know how eerie it is

    to know that the per­son you’re deal­ing with has some things that he won’t do for mon­ey. It

    makes my skin crawl.”




    “Thank you and good-​bye,” said Re­mo, glanc­ing at the po­lice cruis­ers rac­ing down the

    dirt prairie road like the cav­al­ry.




    “Where are you go­ing?” said Kim. “Cops don’t pay for a per­son­al ap­pear­ance.”




    “I’ve got busi­ness. Good-​bye.”




    “Well, so do I. I want that footage. Are you go­ing there?” she asked.




    “If I find it, I’ll get it for you,” Re­mo said.




    “You wouldn’t know what you’re look­ing for. Be­sides, if there are go­ing to be peo­ple

    shoot­ing, I want a man around. Es­pe­cial­ly one with a nice face. What’s your name?”




    “Re­mo.”




    Kim Ki­ley squeezed his cheeks with her fin­gers as if she had the face of a ba­by in her

    hands. “You re­al­ly shouldn’t waste that face, Re­mo.”




    “William Won­der?” said Re­mo. “Won­der. That’s a fun­ny name.”




    “And Re­mo isn’t?”




    Ethel Won­der didn’t like what was go­ing on. Even if William had nev­er told her, she would

    have known it was his crazy fam­ily.




    “It’s not crazy, Ethel. Do I call it crazy when your fam­ily takes an in­fant boy and cuts

    off part of his peck­er?”




    “We’ve been do­ing it for thou­sands of years, William. It’s a tra­di­tion.”




    “Well, so have we,” said William Won­der. The film was be­ing flown back to Pa­lo Al­to from

    the Pa­kee­ta reser­va­tion out­side Billings, Mon­tana, by pri­vate jet. Won­der had the

    pro­cess­ing ready and re­fused to work on any oth­er film un­til that ar­rived. The

    de­vel­op­ing sys­tem had to be at the ready. He looked at his watch.




    “I nev­er heard of your tra­di­tions,” Ethel said. “No­body I know has ev­er heard of your

    tra­di­tions ei­ther.”




    “We like to keep to our­selves.”




    “And your fam­ily meet­ings. I swear. A zoo.”




    “We went to one fam­ily meet­ing.”




    “I re­mem­ber. The west­ern Unit­ed States. Who takes a fam­ily and di­vides up the world?”

    asked Ethel Won­der. She was a plump mid­dle-​aged wom­an who wore too-​heavy make­up and a

    per­ma­nent frown. Some­times she would smile when some­thing re­al­ly amused her but noth­ing

    had amused her since the tele­vi­sion show Howdy Doo­dy.




    “Howdy Doo­dy, that was re­al hu­mor,” she said.




    William’s fam­ily was not re­al hu­mor. It wasn’t even a re­al fam­ily. There wasn’t any

    warmth and many of them didn’t even share the same name, and they were all dif­fer­ent races

    and re­li­gions. A writ­er had once said that rel­atives were like peo­ple you met in an

    el­eva­tor. You had no choice about them. William’s fam­ily was ex­act­ly like peo­ple you met

    in an el­eva­tor. Strangers. Of course, if you ran in­to fi­nan­cial dif­fi­cul­ty, they would

    help you out. They did that well.




    Of course, Ethel had al­ways made sure she paid back the loans, with in­ter­est. She didn’t

    like that bunch. The on­ly good thing about them was that they didn’t meet of­ten. Maybe once

    ev­ery fif­teen or twen­ty years. She was not quite sure what went on there, but what­ev­er

    did, she was not a part of it.




    She loved William be­cause in ev­ery oth­er mat­ter, he was a man she could re­spect. His

    word was iron; his life fru­gal and hon­est. And he didn’t watch sil­ly tele­vi­sion shows.




    But then his fam­ily got in­volved in their busi­ness and they were do­ing crazy things.

    They had their best pho­tog­ra­pher shoot a pres­iden­tial press con­fer­ence at high speed.

    The kind of high speed you would use to stop a bul­let in flight.




    “Lis­ten, William,” Ethel had said. “I know the Pres­ident can talk fast, but faster than a

    speed­ing bul­let?”




    “Ethel, it’s fam­ily,” William had an­swered. And that was sup­posed to set­tle things. The

    film was jet­ted back from Wash­ing­ton, pro­cessed and then jet­ted right out of Pa­lo Al­to

    again to a des­ti­na­tion that had been kept from her.




    And now again. All the de­vel­op­ment equip­ment was idle wait­ing for the film from

    Mon­tana and Ethel told William..




    “Crazy. I think I am go­ing to burn that film when it comes in and tell your fam­ily to go

    swim in a sew­er.”




    “Ethel, please,” William said. There was sud­den fear in his eyes.




    “All right, all right, let’s not do this again though,” she said. She couldn’t re­mem­ber

    when she had seen him that fright­ened.




    The film came from the air­port by mo­tor­cy­cle and the cy­clist wait­ed. She went in­to

    the de­vel­op­ing area to help her hus­band, who had dis­missed his en­tire staff for the day,

    just as he had af­ter the pres­iden­tial press con­fer­ence.




    This film, too, had an at­tempt­ed killing. And it too had a strange fo­cus. When they had

    shot the pres­iden­tial film, the ob­ject was not the Pres­ident but a broad gen­er­al area

    around him, in­clud­ing the re­porters.




    This time, there was an­oth­er at­tempt­ed death. By gun. They were shoot­ing at a man in a

    dark T-​shirt, but they didn’t hurt him. It looked like a dance he did, as though he flowed

    with the air. He would move and then the bul­let would be by him. She knew it was a bul­let

    be­cause it made that sort of fuzzy line a bul­let would make.




    Then there were no more bul­lets and the ground seemed to shake. Some­one had set off an

    ex­plo­sion out of range of the cam­era. She could see the shock waves flap­ping at the black

    T-​shirt.




    And then there was no more film. William ex­am­ined it once more, then put it in the can and

    gave it to the cy­clist.




    “Crazy,” said Ethel.




    Then Kim Ki­ley and the man in the film came to the stu­dio. It couldn’t have been more than

    three hours af­ter the cy­clist left.




    “Uh-​oh,” said Ethel. She looked to William. “It’s all right,” he whis­pered.




    “What’s all right?”




    “Ev­ery­thing,” he said.




    And then she heard William lie. She had nev­er heard him lie like that be­fore. Yes, the

    film was be­ing pro­cessed right now. Could they wait a few mo­ments and have a cup of tea with

    him and his wife, Ethel?




    William, who would set foot in the kitchen on­ly if he were pass­ing out from hunger, made

    the tea him­self.




    “It doesn’t have caf­feine,” he said. “It’s a re­fresh­ing herbal essence. A beau­ti­ful

    fra­grance.” Ethel glanced at the tea sus­pi­cious­ly. William liked cof­fee and he liked it

    with caf­feine. It did smell won­der­ful though, like ros­es and hon­ey, a most de­li­cious

    bou­quet.




    He nod­ded for her to drink it. Kim Ki­ley and the man with her re­fused the tea. Ethel

    won­dered what they were go­ing to do when the man found out they had no film.




    William nod­ded again for her to drink. They both sipped. It was that sort of sweet taste

    that she knew would not cling, but on­ly re­fresh. It sent a warm­ing tin­gle through her body

    and she put her cup down and asked to leave the world.




    Why had she said that? she won­dered. “Oh yes,” came the very gen­tle thought. “I’m dy­ing.”

    Re­mo and Kim Ki­ley watched the cou­ple smile pleas­ant­ly, lean for­ward and then keep on

    lean­ing.




    “They’re dead,” gasped Kim. “Re­al­ly dead. Check.”




    “They’re dead,” said Re­mo.




    “Don’t you do a pulse?” she asked.




    “They’re dead,” said Re­mo.




    “Did they kill them­selves? That’s a stupid ques­tion, right?”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “I don’t think they knew what was in that tea.”




    “What are you, a mind read­er?”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “I read peo­ple.”




    “They’re so still,” said Kim with a shiv­er.




    “That’s what dead looks like,” Re­mo said. They searched the lab but could not find the

    film. Kim point­ed out that the de­vel­op­er had just been used be­cause the ag­ita­tion baths

    were still at their pre­cise tem­per­ature.




    An­oth­er strange thing was that this lab­ora­to­ry usu­al­ly had fif­teen peo­ple work­ing

    in it but when they had ar­rived there had been on­ly the two own­ers.




    “I think there has to be some­thing spe­cial when the own­ers dis­miss ev­ery­one and then

    de­vel­op the film them­selves. In the old days when porn was il­le­gal, that’s how they made

    dirty pic­tures. Not this place, of course. Oth­er small labs.”




    “But what’s il­le­gal about pho­tograph­ing me?” Re­mo asked.




    “I think some­one is try­ing to kill you and take pic­tures of it. Maybe some­one wants to

    see you die hor­ri­bly.”




    “In high speed?” Re­mo asked.




    “You’re a fun­ny guy,” said Kim. “Good-​look­ing and fun­ny.”




    In­side the of­fice, they found a log of as­sign­ments. Re­mo no­ticed the same

    pho­tog­ra­pher who had been at the pres­iden­tial press con­fer­ence al­so shot the Billings,

    Mon­tana, scene. The next as­sign­ment for Jim Worth­man was the Gowa­ta caves on the is­land

    of Pim. Jim Worth­man was sup­posed to get footage of bat drop­pings.




    “Bat drop­pings?” asked Kim. “What’s the ac­tion in bat poop? I mean, doesn’t it just poop?”

    Re­mo looked at the name again. Worth­man. And there was Won­der. Some­thing in the names

    re­mind­ed him of some­thing, some­thing about oth­er names he had been hear­ing.




    But he didn’t know what it was.




    Kim shiv­ered. She want­ed to get out of this place of death. She did not ap­prove of death

    and in­tend­ed to de­lay hers as long as pos­si­ble.




    “I guess that’s why I’m against chem­icals. Re­al­ly, it’s a cause I am deeply de­vot­ed

    to.”




    “If you’re go­ing to come with me,” Re­mo said, “I don’t want to hear about your deep­est

    prin­ci­ples.”




    “How do you know I want to come with you? Mind read­ing again?” Kim looked up and

    smiled.




    “I have a mys­tic sense of a per­son’s in­ten­tions,” said Re­mo. “Es­pe­cial­ly when for

    the first time this af­ter­noon, she just moved her eyes above my belt buck­e.”


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Regi­nald Woburn III saw the film. He saw the bul­lets and he saw the move­ments. The film

    was fed in­to a com­put­er. The com­put­er cal­cu­lat­ed the speed of the bul­let, the time of

    the bul­let, and it told Regi­nald Woburn that the plum he was sup­posed to pluck had to be

    mov­ing be­fore the bul­let left the bar­rel. The plum seemed to move, vir­tu­al­ly on the

    sniper’s de­ci­sion to fire.




    Stick draw­ings an­alyzed the move­ments of the body. They com­pared the move­ments to those

    of the top ath­letes in the world. The high­est score so far in this con­cept of per­fect

    move­ment had been a 4.7 by an In­di­an fakir who had cho­sen to com­pete in the Olympics ten

    years ear­li­er. He had won the marathon run in a record time that had nev­er been ap­proached

    since then.




    This plum, this white man named Re­mo, reg­is­tered a 10. Regi­nald looked at the num­bers,

    shut down the ma­chine, went in­to the bath­room and vom­it­ed in fear.




    It was al­most dawn when he re­al­ized that he was ac­tu­al­ly do­ing ev­ery­thing right.

    The sev­enth stone was cor­rect. For the great se­cret of the sev­enth stone was that the

    oth­er six meth­ods had failed. There­fore the Ko­re­an of the time of Prince Wo, that

    as­sas­sin from Sinan­ju, could not be killed by sword or poi­son or the oth­er four ways. The

    sev­enth stone had said, “Do not use meth­ods that fail.” Of course, that was ob­vi­ous. But

    when one thought about it, when one un­der­stood the stone, one re­al­ized that it was not that

    ob­vi­ous. The way of the sev­enth stone was to find the way, per­haps the most mys­te­ri­ous

    of all, es­pe­cial­ly in the light of this Re­mo’s ex­traor­di­nary pow­ers. And if he had such

    pow­ers, what kind did the old Ko­re­an pos­sess?




    “He will show you how to kill him. Be pa­tient and let him.” That was an­oth­er mes­sage

    from the sev­enth stone.




    But how? Reg­gie didn’t know, and so to find out how, he first had to find out, and to

    un­der­stand, how not.




    Reg­gie went back to the bath­room and retched again. He had not ex­pect­ed it to go this

    far. He had be­lieved that at least one bul­let would work. But he had tak­en pre­cau­tions,

    even if he didn’t think he would need them.




    The aw­ful sense of see­ing how eas­ily the plum had avoid­ed the first death and the

    mag­ni­tude of the man’s abil­ities ter­ri­fied Reg­gie. He trem­bled as he looked at the

    stone’s mes­sage again. Let him show you how to kill him.




    But what if he es­capes again? Reg­gie thought. What if the great sea it­self does not

    work?




    What so wor­ried Woburn this dark night of his soul was that he had been sure that if

    bul­lets did not work, he would find some way to pluck his plum. But the film showed noth­ing,

    no weak­ness. What if they could not be killed? That lit­tle house of as­sas­sins had been

    around for thou­sands of years. What if they were im­mor­tal?




    Regi­nald Woburn III went to the beach his an­ces­tor had land­ed on and in the old prayers

    asked the sea which had giv­en Prince Wo safe pas­sage once, to swal­low the first plum.

    Be­cause if it did, that would make the sec­ond eas­ier to pluck.




    The prayer made him feel bet­ter and what ac­tu­al­ly made his blood run fresh with vig­or

    was his fa­ther, who had nev­er re­al­ly been easy to get along with.




    Dad would not let an­oth­er Wo be killed. He was ve­he­ment about that.




    “Where are you talk­ing from?” Reg­gie asked. Dad had reached him on the pri­vate phone,

    that one that could not be tapped in­to.




    “From our Palm Beach home,” his fa­ther said.




    “Is Drake, the but­ler, there?”




    “Yes. He’s right be­hind me.”




    “Would you do me a fa­vor, Dad?”




    “On­ly if you promise not to get any more of us killed. The fam­ily is up in arms.”




    “I promise, Dad,” Reg­gie said.




    “All right,” came the fa­ther’s voice.




    “Tell Drake the muffins are ready.”




    “The muffins are ready?”




    “Yes.”




    “That’s re­al­ly sil­ly,” Reg­gie’s fa­ther said.




    “C’mon Dad. I don’t have all day. Do you want my promise or not?”




    “Just a minute. Drake, the muffins are ready …. Drake. What are you do­ing with that

    pis­tol? . . . Drake, put it down now or you are dis­missed.”




    There was a crack of a shot over the tele­phone line.




    “Thank you, Drake,” Reg­gie said. “That will be all.”




    He whis­tled hap­pi­ly. He al­ways felt good af­ter some­thing worked. He had dis­cov­ered

    this won­der­ful abil­ity to make things work, which re­al­ly was mak­ing peo­ple work.

    In­finite­ly more del­icate and re­ward­ing than po­lo. And you scored in the re­al game of

    life and death. He loved this and felt the great joy of know­ing he was go­ing to be very busy

    from now on. He would trust the sev­enth stone. It had known for mil­len­nia what Reg­gie was

    just try­ing to dis­cov­er now.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    There were a lot of tele­phones in the air­port but each seemed to have a caller

    per­ma­nent­ly at­tached to the re­ceiv­er, as if they’d come that way, pack­aged for

    de­liv­ery, straight off the as­sem­bly line.




    Re­mo hov­ered around the phone bank wait­ing. One white-​haired wom­an with a bright

    flow­ered dress and car­ry­ing a pa­per shop­ping bag seemed de­ter­mined to reach out and

    touch ev­ery­one she had ev­er met. While Re­mo was wait­ing, she made call af­ter call and on

    each one of the calls she told the same dumb sto­ries of how her grand­chil­dren were do­ing in

    col­lege. Re­mo thought for a mo­ment that he had found the re­al Ma Bell, live and in the

    flesh. He al­so thought for a mo­ment that a good thing to do would be to pick her up bod­ily

    and go stand her be­hind the en­gine of a jet plane. He was mov­ing to­ward her to do just that

    when he stopped him­self.




    What was hap­pen­ing to him? Why this freefloat­ing ir­ri­ta­tion, al­ways so close to the

    sur­face? Wait­ing for a tele­phone shouldn’t have both­ered him at all. Among the many things

    of Sinan­ju he had learned was pa­tience, ba­sic be­gin­ner’s stuff, as el­emen­tary as an

    in­drawn breath or the cor­rect po­si­tion­ing of the body in ac­cor­dance with the

    pre­vail­ing winds.




    It shouldn’t have both­ered him now but it did. Just like the palm tree, the con­crete steps

    and the rice. Some­thing was hap­pen­ing to him and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like the way

    he was at­tract­ed to Kim Ki­ley. Chi­un had long ago taught Re­mo the thir­ty-​sev­en steps to

    bring­ing wom­en to sex­ual ec­sta­sy, and in learn­ing the de­tails, Re­mo had lost the

    de­sire. But now he want­ed Kim Ki­ley, as a man wants a wom­an, and that an­noyed him al­so.

    Too many things were an­noy­ing him these days.




    He forced him­self to wait in line pa­tient­ly un­til Ma Bell fi­nal­ly ran out of

    rel­atives to ha­rangue. She hung up the re­ceiv­er and stood there as if search­ing her

    mem­ory for one more name, one more tele­phone num­ber. Re­mo reached across her and dropped a

    dime in­to the re­ceiv­er and said with a sweet smile, “Thank you. Ma,” and slow­ly edged her

    away from the phone.




    “Ma, my ass,” the wom­an said. “Who are you to call me Ma?”




    “The guy who didn’t stuff you in­to a jet en­gine, la­dy. Take a hike,” Re­mo said. So much

    for nice­ness.




    Af­ter three more tries, he got Harold W. Smith on the phone.




    “There wasn’t any bomb,” Re­mo said.




    “No bomb,” Smith re­peat­ed. Re­mo could al­most see the frown lines deep­en­ing at the

    cor­ners of his thin mouth.




    “There were a cou­ple of Pa­kee­ta In­di­ans though,” Re­mo said. “They’re the ones who got

    the Rangers.”




    “And?”




    “I got them,” Re­mo said. “They were wait­ing in­side the cave to kill me.” Re­mo thought

    that news might perk Smith up a bit. It wasn’t a bomb to de­stroy Amer­ica but at least it was

    some­thing.




    “Why? Who hired them?”




    “They didn’t know. They got an anony­mous phone call and some cash in the mail. Some­body

    promised them ten grand for me and an­oth­er hun­dred grand for de­scrib­ing ex­act­ly how they

    did it. But they didn’t col­lect. Then there were three more in­com­pe­tents wait­ing for me

    out­side the cave. They fired ri­fles at me for a while and then they used hand­guns and they

    blew them­selves up. I didn’t get a chance to talk to them, but I fig­ure their em­ploy­er

    wasn’t ex­act­ly trust­wor­thy ei­ther.”




    “I saw it on tele­vi­sion,” Smith said.




    “How’d I look? Some­body told me I should be in movies,” Re­mo said.




    “I guess you were mov­ing too fast for the cam­eras,” Smith said. “You al­ways seemed to be

    a blur. You know, Re­mo, this is re­al­ly strange.”




    “No, it’s not. I can al­ways be a blur when I want to,” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t mean that,” Smith said. “First an at­tempt on the Pres­ident’s life. Then an

    elab­orate bomb threat that turns out to be a hoax. And both in­ci­dents staged with enough

    time to al­low us to re­spond.” He paused a mo­ment. “Re­mo, do you think that per­haps these

    things hap­pened just to try to flush you out in the open?”




    “Could be,” Re­mo said. “I told you, some­body thinks I ought to be a movie star. Maybe

    peo­ple just like to look at me.”




    “But why didn’t any­body try to kill you at the Pres­ident’s news con­fer­ence then, if they

    tried out at the In­di­an reser­va­tion?”




    Re­mo thought a mo­ment, then said, “Maybe some­body was try­ing to film me. That hap­pened

    at the reser­va­tion. The net­works were there, but there was al­so an in­de­pen­dent film

    crew. They took pic­tures of me and the self-​det­onat­ing hit­men. Su­per-​speed film,” he

    said. Re­mo went on to ex­plain about his meet­ing with the late William and Ethel Won­der, the

    miss­ing film and the odd co­in­ci­dence that the same cam­era­man had cov­ered both the news

    con­fer­ences and the demon­stra­tion in Mon­tana.




    “I think you’re right,” Smith said. “I think some­one is try­ing to get your moves on film

    so that they can fig­ure out a way to gun you down.”




    “Gun me down? You’ve been watch­ing gang­ster movies again,” Re­mo said.




    “Take a va­ca­tion,” Smith said, “while I fig­ure this out.”




    “I al­ready took one. Four fun-​filled days of surf, sand and sun.”




    “Take an­oth­er one. Go back to Lit­tle Ex­uma. You’re a prop­er­ty own­er now. Go check

    your prop­er­ty,” Smith said. “In­spect your con­do­mini­um.”




    “I don’t need an­oth­er va­ca­tion. I’m still re­cov­er­ing from the last one.”




    “It’s not a sug­ges­tion, Re­mo. It’s an or­der. Go back to Lit­tle Ex­uma. If you don’t

    want to rest, don’t rest, but just stay out of the way while I try to find out who’s af­ter

    you. Please,” Smith said, and then gen­tly cra­dled the re­ceiv­er.




    At the oth­er end of the line, Re­mo lis­tened to the pleas­ant hum­ming noise for a

    mo­ment, then hung up the phone. Why had Smit­ty been so up­set? Peo­ple were al­ways try­ing

    to kill Re­mo. Why wor­ry so much about a few in­ept would-​be as­sas­sins and a miss­ing

    can­is­ter of high-​speed film?




    It was Smit­ty who re­al­ly need­ed to take a va­ca­tion. Re­mo didn’t.




    He made his way through the crowd­ed air­port to the cock­tail lounge where Kim Ki­ley was

    wait­ing for him. She was sit­ting in a back booth, star­ing thought­ful­ly in­to a wine­glass

    as if it might, in some small way, hold a por­tent of things to come.




    When she saw him ap­proach­ing, she looked up and smiled at him with a smile so warm, so

    beck­on­ing that Re­mo felt a tin­gling in his body that was so old, it was now new.




    As he sat down, she said, “I wish we could run away for a while to­geth­er.”




    “How does Lit­tle Ex­uma sound to you?” Re­mo asked.




    “It sounds fine as long as it in­cludes you.”




    “Okay. It’s agreed,” Re­mo said. “Lit­tle Ex­uma.”




    “I can work on my tan,” Kim Ki­ley said.




    “You can work on my tan too,” Re­mo said and Kim reached across the ta­ble and gen­tly

    brushed his cheek with her fin­ger­tips.




    “I’m look­ing for­ward to work­ing on your tan. And oth­er things,” she said.




    The ink-​charged brush moved across the parch­ment, form­ing the nec­es­sary char­ac­ters

    with strokes as sure and smooth as the move­ment of a seabird’s wing. Smil­ing, Chi­un stud­ied

    the page. He had fi­nal­ly done it, fi­nal­ly man­aged to in­clude in the on­go­ing his­to­ry

    of Sinan­ju all that was nec­es­sary to tell about Re­mo and his ori­gins. The eyes and the

    skin col­or had been giv­ing him prob­lems, but he had solved that with a pair of mas­ter

    strokes. He had writ­ten that Re­mo had a cer­tain round­ness of eye which was re­gard­ed as

    at­trac­tive by many peo­ple in the world who suf­fered from the round-​eye af­flic­tion.




    This, Chi­un had said, made Re­mo a def­inite as­set when seek­ing con­tracts in many places

    in the world be­cause these round-​eyed things like to deal with one who re­sem­bles their own

    kind. Chi­un was proud of him­self for turn­ing a neg­ative in­to a pos­itive.




    And Re­mo’s skin col­or? Chi­un had solved that even more eas­ily. From now on, in the

    his­to­ries of Sinan­ju, Re­mo would be re­ferred to as “Re­mo the Fair.”




    There. It was writ­ten. All the facts were there for any­one to see and he, Chi­un, could

    not be blamed if some fu­ture Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was un­able to see the truth in­side the

    truth.




    With a sigh of sat­is­fac­tion, Chi­un put down the bam­boo-​han­dled brush. Some­day, he

    thought, he would find a tru­ly sat­is­fac­to­ry way of deal­ing with Re­mo’s birth­place. He

    would find a way of writ­ing Newark, New Jer­sey, to make it sound as if it were part of

    Sinan­ju. But that would be lat­er.




    He broke off his rever­ie as he saw two fig­ures ad­vanc­ing up the sun-​swept beach. Re­mo

    was back and that was good. But there was a young wom­an with him and that was not good at

    all.




    This was the hid­ing time and Re­mo, as a new Mas­ter, should with­draw from the world for a

    while, and that meant with­draw­ing from peo­ple too. The hid­ing time would not last much

    longer; Chi­un was sure of that. But it should not be ig­nored. Re­mo just did not

    un­der­stand.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I’m back.”




    “Yes, you are back.” Chi­un glanced be­yond Re­mo to the girl who lin­gered at the edge of

    the beach.




    “I brought a friend along.”




    “A friend,” Chi­un sput­tered. “And what am I?”




    “All right, I’ll play your sil­ly game,” Re­mo said. “What are you?”




    “She is your friend, and I? A mill­stone around your neck, no doubt. An in­cur­able

    dis­ease. Some old robe, fray­ing at the edges, to be cast on the trash heap with­out a

    mo­ment’s thought.”




    Re­mo sighed. “You are my friend, Lit­tle Fa­ther, as you know. And as you know, you are a

    great deal more. And you are al­so, at times, a gi­ant-​sized pain in my rear end.”




    Chi­un moaned. “Words to pierce an old man’s heart.” His thin voice qua­vered. “It is not

    enough that I have giv­en you Sinan­ju? De­vot­ed my best years to your train­ing and

    well-​be­ing?” There was a rus­tle of silk as he raised one frail-​look­ing hand to his

    fore­head in a ges­ture that Sarah Bern­hardt would have loved. “It is ob­vi­ous­ly not enough

    for you, how­ev­er.”




    “I said you were my friend.”




    “Well, if I am your friend, why do you have to have an­oth­er one?”




    “Be­cause she’s a dif­fer­ent kind of friend. There isn’t any law that says I can’t have

    more than one friend. Her name is Kim Ki­ley and you might even like her if you give her half a

    chance.”




    “This is not the time for new friend­ship.” Chi­un’s tone was grave, his hazel eyes solemn.

    “You must rest for a while. You should study the scrolls and prac­tice and noth­ing more.

    Scrolls are rest­ful. Prac­tice is rest­ful. Wom­en, as all know, are not rest­ful. They are

    fick­le and frivolous. That one has al­ready van­ished.”




    Re­mo didn’t both­er to turn around. “She said she was go­ing to walk along the beach while

    I talked to you. She’ll be back in a while.”




    “Per­haps the sea will swal­low her up.”




    “I wouldn’t get my hopes up,” Re­mo said.




    “What good is a friend if you do not heed his ad­vice? Send her away.”




    “She just got here,” Re­mo said.




    “Per­fect,” Chi­un said, nod­ding to him­self as he agreed with him­self. “Then she can go

    away be­fore she gets com­fort­able. Then you and I can have a good va­ca­tion.”




    Re­mo could feel it again, that rest­less im­pa­tience build­ing up in­side him. The urge to

    break things for no oth­er rea­son than to see if the sep­arate pieces were more in­ter­est­ing

    than the whole thing.




    “I’m go­ing for a walk on the beach,” Re­mo said abrupt­ly. “I let you and Smit­ty con me

    in­to com­ing down here in the first place. Now with Kim here for com­pa­ny, maybe I can have a

    good time. Just think, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Maybe we’ll find out a new way to coun­ter­act the

    hid­ing pe­ri­od. You can write it in your his­to­ries and the next five thou­sand years of

    Sinan­ju will love you for it.”




    “Go ahead,” Chi­un snapped. “Go. No need to tell me where you’re go­ing. I’ll just sit here

    by my­self. Alone. In the dark. Like some old ripped sock no longer worth the mend­ing.”




    Re­mo de­cid­ed not to point out that it wouldn’t be dark for four more hours yet. He called

    over his shoul­der as he walked away: “What­ev­er makes you hap­py. And I know that mis­ery

    usu­al­ly does.”




    Chi­un’s hazel eyes fol­lowed Re­mo un­til he dis­ap­peared around the curve of the white

    sand beach. He wished that he could make Re­mo un­der­stand, but Re­mo had not grown up in the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju. He had nev­er played the hid­ing game, nev­er pre­pared him­self for the

    time when his in­stincts would have to be stronger than his mind or even his heart. Re­mo had

    grown up play­ing a game called “stick­ball.” Chi­un won­dered what ma­jor chal­lenge of adult

    life “stick­ball” pre­pared you for. Even if you could, as Re­mo con­tend­ed, hit the ball four

    sew­ers. What­ev­er that was.




    Sigh­ing again, Chi­un looked back down at the scroll. There was noth­ing he could do for

    Re­mo, noth­ing but watch and wait un­til the hid­ing time had passed. This was not, Chi­un

    de­cid­ed, a good va­ca­tion at all.




    Re­mo watched as Kim moved to­ward him, run­ning coltish­ly through the surf, her dark hair

    wind­blown and free, her long shape­ly legs churn­ing up the shal­low wa­ter. She looked

    in­no­cent and tomboy­ish with her pants rolled up and her shirt­tail loose and flap­ping. She

    looked like the Kim Ki­ley he re­mem­bered from the movies.




    “I found this great cave,” she called out breath­less­ly. A few sec­onds lat­er, she wrapped

    her arms around Re­mo’s neck, light­ly brushed her lips against his and then, tug­ging at his

    hand, led him along the beach like a child’s toy on a string.




    “You’ve got to see it,” she said. “The sun and the wa­ter make these crazy beau­ti­ful

    pat­terns on the ceil­ing. It’s worth the whole trip here, it’s so beau­ti­ful.”




    “You ought to give guid­ed tours,” said Re­mo.




    “You’re get­ting the first, last and on­ly one. The one with all the per­son­al ex­tras

    thrown in at no ad­di­tion­al charge.”




    “I like the sound of that,” said Re­mo, who did.




    “You’d bet­ter,” she warned him with a gamin grin. She linked her arm through Re­mo’s and

    led him over the rocks and along a strip of nar­row beach.




    “There it is.” She point­ed to­ward the back of the de­sert­ed cove. The en­trance to the

    cave was a jagged, mouth-​shaped open­ing in the side of a sheer-​faced cliff. It seemed to

    beck­on them, to pull them in of its own ac­cord like the gap­ing hun­gry maw of some

    pre­his­toric preda­tor who, de­spite the pas­sage of ages, had nev­er lost its ap­petite.




    Chi­un found it sooth­ing to talk to some­one who not on­ly lis­tened but seemed to hang on

    his ev­ery word. Here at last was a white man who re­spect­ed age and wis­dom. In oth­er words,

    some­one not at all like Re­mo.




    “I saw your friend just a few min­utes ago,” Regi­nald Woburn III said when Chi­un fin­ished

    a lengthy speech on in­grat­itude. “He was walk­ing with a pret­ty girl to­ward the caves at

    the far end of the is­land.”




    “What a way to spend a va­ca­tion,” Chi­un sighed. “Walk­ing on the beach with a beau­ti­ful

    wom­an. If he would on­ly lis­ten to me, we could be hav­ing a re­al­ly good time.”




    “I on­ly men­tioned it be­cause those caves can be pret­ty dan­ger­ous. Very pret­ty scenery

    when the tide is out but a re­al death trap when it starts pour­ing back in. It’s near­ly

    im­pos­si­ble to swim out against the on­rush­ing tide. They lost a cou­ple of tourists there

    ear­ly this sea­son. Found the bod­ies the next morn­ing, all gray and bloat­ed. Fish ate the

    eyes out.” Reg­gie’s smile broad­ened as, he list­ed the de­tails. “Would have put a re­al

    crimp in the tourist busi­ness if they hadn’t tak­en the bod­ies and dumped them over on

    Mar­tinique. The cou­ple was on the Bue­na Bud­get Ex­cur­sion Spe­cial and Mar­tinique was

    their next stop any­way. But they died here.”




    “An old Ko­re­an proverb,” Chi­un said. “When death speaks, ev­ery­one lis­tens.”




    “But I am wor­ried about your friends,” Reg­gie said.




    “Why?” Chi­un frowned.




    “The tide could trap them in one of those caves,” Reg­gie said, warm­ing to his sub­ject.

    “They wouldn’t re­al­ize it un­til it was too late. They’d be fight­ing an on­com­ing wall of

    wa­ter, swim­ming help­less­ly, hope­less­ly against the tide. Hold­ing their breaths un­til

    their faces turned col­or and their lungs burst from the strain. They’d float around for a

    while, their bod­ies bat­ter­ing against the rocks. Then the fish would start on them. Nib­ble

    here, small bite there. They al­ways seem to go for the eyes first. And then if there’s enough

    blood in the wa­ter, they might get sharks. With those big jaws that tear off limbs the way we

    snap a cel­ery stalk. Then you’d re­al­ly see ac­tion. The sea would turn a dark pur­ple red

    and be churn­ing. A feed­ing fren­zy.” Reg­gie sighed. Lit­tle drops of spit­tle clung to the

    cor­ners of his mouth. His heart was thun­der­ing as if he were a marathon run­ner

    ap­proach­ing the fin­ish line. He felt a warmth in his groin that even sex couldn’t ri­val. “I

    can see it all quite clear­ly. It could very eas­ily hap­pen to your friends.”




    “That wom­an is no friend of mine,” Chi­un snapped.




    “What about the man?”




    Chi­un was think­ing. “I sup­pose a per­son could get killed that way. If he were tru­ly

    stupid.”




    “Then what about your friend?” Reg­gie said again.




    “Re­mo has his mo­ments,” said Chi­un. “But even he isn’t that stupid.”


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    “Am I the most beau­ti­ful wom­an you’ve ev­er known?” Kim whis­pered soft­ly.




    She lay snug­gled in the crook of Re­mo’s arm, the two of them naked on the warm grit­ty

    sand in­side the cave, watch­ing the fan­tas­tic light show pro­vid­ed by the set­ting sun as

    its mul­ti­col­ored rain­bow rays were re­flect­ed off the clear blue wa­ter. It was cool and

    dry in the cave and the sound of the waves against the dis­tant rocks was bet­ter than any

    sound­track Hol­ly­wood had ev­er come up with.




    Af­ter a long silent minute, Kim frowned and poked Re­mo in the ribs. “That was sup­posed to

    be an easy ques­tion. And don’t you tell me you’re think­ing about it.”




    Re­mo ruf­fled her dark lus­trous hair. “You’re the most beau­ti­ful wom­an I’ve ev­er

    known,” he said.




    Kim smiled. “Ev­ery­body tells me that.”




    “Who’s ev­ery­body?” It was one of those things that Re­mo won­dered about ev­ery now and

    again. How many bod­ies did it take to make an ev­ery­body?




    “You know. Ev­ery­body. Friends, ad­mir­ers, agents, pro­duc­ers and di­rec­tors.” She

    count­ed them off, one by one, on her long slen­der fin­gers. “And of course my thou­sands of

    loy­al and de­vot­ed fans. I get over five hun­dred let­ters a week that say they love me.”




    “You an­swer them?” Re­mo was cu­ri­ous. He nev­er got any mail. Even when he was alive, no

    one wrote to him, and now that he was sup­posed to be dead, the mail hadn’t changed. Chi­un had

    once, by mis­take, rent­ed a post-​of­fice box in Se­cau­cus, New Jer­sey, but all the mail

    that came had been ad­dressed to Chi­un and he wouldn’t show Re­mo any of it.




    Kim was laugh­ing. “An­swer the mail? Are you crazy? Who’s got time for that crap­ola? I’m

    not go­ing to risk writ­er’s cramp just to make some ya­hoo’s day. I did an­swer some fan

    let­ters years ago when I was just start­ing out and you know what hap­pened?”




    “No.”




    “I broke a god­damned nail. It hurt like hell and it was months be­fore they were all the

    same length again.” She nes­tled clos­er to Re­mo, her full per­fect breasts brush­ing against

    his chest. Re­mo touched her hand to his lips and kissed her fin­ger nails. It was a small

    ges­ture but he could feel Kim Ki­ley trem­ble.




    “It was a har­row­ing ex­pe­ri­ence,” she said. “I’m just not in­to self-​de­struc­tion. The

    writ­ing was bad enough, but that wasn’t all. You just try lick­ing a cou­ple of rolls of

    stamps some­time. It makes your tongue feel like some­thing fur­ry curled up and died on

    it.”




    “Then you don’t an­swer your fan mail, at all?”




    “Sure I do. I’ve got this ser­vice that takes care of it. Yours Tru­ly In­cor­po­rat­ed.

    They han­dle all the big stars’ mail. They’ve got this room full of old ladies who just sit

    there sign­ing let­ters all day long. It’s a great sys­tem.” Kim grinned. “They sign the junk

    mail and I sign the con­tracts for three-​pic­ture deals. What could be fair­er than that?”




    “Noth­ing, I guess,” Re­mo said. “But 1 think if any­body ev­er wrote me a let­ter, I’d

    an­swer it my­self.”




    “Well, that’s you,” Kim said. She smiled at him, then be­gan to move her long shape­ly legs,

    wrap­ping one around Re­mo’s while she slow­ly moved the oth­er back and forth over his groin

    in a gen­tle mas­sag­ing mo­tion. Re­mo lay there still, smil­ing like a big cat on a sun­ny

    win­dowsill, en­joy­ing it much too much, but do­ing noth­ing to re­spond.




    This va­ca­tion stuff wasn’t so bad af­ter all, he thought. He felt an odd con­tent­ment, a

    loos­en­ing of his in­ner con­trol, and while Chi­un might find that dan­ger­ous and per­haps

    it was in most con­texts, right now it al­lowed Re­mo to re­al­ly en­joy the warm silky

    tex­ture of the body mold­ed to his, the play of Kim’s busy hands and legs as she strove to

    please him. Re­mo stirred, stretched and pulled her gen­tly on top of him. Kim let out a low

    moan as their two bod­ies meld­ed to­geth­er in a fire-​flash of pure en­er­gy.




    The scent of her per­fume filled Re­mo’s nos­trils with an essence of dark pri­mal earth. He

    had a sud­den vi­sion of a stone al­tar in a shad­ow-​dap­pled jun­gle clear­ing, sun­light

    fil­ter­ing through the tree­tops and bright trop­ical flow­ers grow­ing be­side a clear blue

    stream. The scent was a heady mix­ture of musk and oils and spices.




    Gen­tly, Re­mo made their bod­ies in­to one. Kim drew a long shud­dery breath and held him

    tight. “Noth­ing like this be­fore,” she said. “Noth­ing like this.”




    “Don’t talk,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s like drugs,” she said. “It’s too high.”




    “Shh­hh,” said Re­mo.




    “It’s wing walk­ing,” she said.




    “Don’t say any­thing. Lis­ten to the waves,” Re­mo said. Through a few strands of ebon hair,

    Re­mo could see the last of the set­ting sun. The cool­ing breeze that filled the cave was

    heavy with salt and the gen­tle mur­mur of the waves had grown to a deep-​throat­ed

    thun­der­ing.




    “Waves turn me on,” Kim shout­ed but the words were scarce­ly au­di­ble as they were

    swal­lowed up by the fu­ri­ous pound­ing of the surf. She clung to Re­mo, her sup­ple body

    shud­der­ing slight­ly like a reed in a breeze. She part­ed her full lips and re­leased a sound

    be­tween a sigh and a moan and Re­mo stayed with her and pulled her clos­er and the sound

    turned to a long scream. Her body turned atop him and she lay there for a long minute be­fore

    she eased her­self free and rolled off Re­mo and stretched out on the sand be­side him

    again.




    He turned to her and she said some­thing but he could not hear the words as the sound of the

    sea filled the cave like the blood-​lust roar of the crowd in an an­cient Ro­man are­na.




    Re­mo saw a shad­ow of fear cloud the placid ex­pres­sion on her beau­ti­ful face. As she

    strug­gled to her feet, Re­mo turned and saw it com­ing to­ward them-​a sol­id tow­er­ing wall

    of wa­ter that blocked out the last of the dy­ing sun and filled the mouth of the cave with its

    omi­nous fury. It came rush­ing to­ward them, all the pow­er of the un­car­ing sea chan­neled

    by the nar­row walls of the cave, a de­struc­tive force that would smash them against the

    rocks, bat­tered, bloody and bro­ken, gasp­ing for one last breath be­fore the briny sea wa­ter

    filled their lungs.




    Re­mo stood, turned and reached for Kim’s hand. But she had pan­icked and bolt­ed to­ward

    the back of the cave. Re­mo shout­ed for her to stop but the words were lost, drowned out by

    the al­len­velop­ing growl of the hun­gry sea.




    Mouthing a curse, Re­mo reached her with two long strides and scooped her up in his arms.

    She screamed sound­less­ly and beat against his chest with her fists, strug­gling to free

    her­self. Ig­nor­ing her, Re­mo con­cen­trat­ed on the sound be­neath the deaf­en­ing roar, the

    small­er nois­es the wa­ter made as it passed across the rock, the sounds that in­di­cat­ed the

    true way of its move­ment and force.




    He held Kim Ki­ley tight­ly and an­gled his body to the curve of the wave as the cold dark

    wa­ter took them for its own. Push­ing off the sandy floor of the cave, Re­mo turned slow­ly,

    rid­ing the tremen­dous pull of the in­com­ing tide. It car­ried them for a brief mo­ment

    far­ther in­to the nar­row­ing rock-​edged maw of the cave. Re­mo lis­tened and wait­ed,

    sens­ing, judg­ing, tim­ing the next move be­cause if it was done in­cor­rect­ly, it would

    leave them as noth­ing more than shat­tered life­less pulp. He sensed, then saw a slight rise

    in the roof of the cav­ern. As they were swept be­neath it, he dived deep, be­low the

    bone-​crush­ing force of the wa­ter. A split sec­ond be­fore they would have reached bot­tom,

    Re­mo pulled grace­ful­ly out of the dive.




    He could feel pres­sure on his lungs as he kicked off the sandy floor and be­gan to work his

    way back to­ward the en­trance. He had out­ma­neu­vered the dead­ly tidal trap but in do­ing so

    had placed them even fur­ther away from fresh air and free­dom. Kim con­tin­ued to strug­gle in

    his arms but there was a slug­gish­ness to her move­ments and lit­tle force be­hind her

    tight-​fist­ed blows. Re­mo hoped that she had enough air to last un­til they broke the

    sur­face. From the blue­ing tinge of her skin and her wild ex­pres­sion of des­per­ation, it

    was go­ing to be a close call.




    Re­mo heron-​kicked them through the dark murky wa­ter. If he could use his arms, he could

    have them out of there in sec­onds, but to free his arms he would have to re­lease Kim.




    There was no light in the wa­ter-​filled cave but Re­mo could see clear­ly enough to fol­low

    in the di­rec­tion where the wa­ter grew lighter. He saw, as he passed great tan­gled webs of

    sea­weed, sharp rocks and car­rion fish, all teeth and eyes that seemed to mea­sure the two

    hu­mans in terms of bite per pound.




    One of the fish, a long sil­very crea­ture that looked like the Goodyear blimp af­ter a

    di­et, dart­ed in close and took a ten­ta­tive nip at Re­mo’s arm. Re­mo an­gled slight­ly

    away, back-​kicked and pushed for­ward. The big sil­ver fish slammed against the rock wall. Its

    body crum­pled and it dropped to­ward the ocean floor, spread­ing a trail of blood be­hind it.

    The oth­er fish gave up on Re­mo and homed in on their com­rade. For a mo­ment the tur­bu­lence

    of their feed­ing fren­zy was greater than the on­rush­ing tide and the wa­ter churned and

    bub­bled, a pink­ish frothy white as they fought each oth­er for the right to eat the last of

    their com­pan­ion.




    As they reached the gap-​toothed en­trance to the cave, Re­mo felt Kim go limp in his arms.

    Her face was green­ish and bloat­ed and her dark eyes seemed ready to pop out of her head.

    Scis­sor­ing his legs, Re­mo hur­ried­ly pro­pelled them to­ward the light and air above,

    ig­nor­ing the pull of the cur­rent that tried to suck them back in­to the cave. Their heads

    broke the wa­ter’s chop­py sur­face and Re­mo slapped Kim on the back. Sput­ter­ing, she

    coughed up a bil­ious string of sea­wa­ter and gasped for air for her oxy­gen-​starved lungs.

    Then Re­mo just held her for a time above the crest­ed wave of the in­com­ing tide.

    Grad­ual­ly, her breath­ing be­came more nor­mal and the hint of a rosy nat­ural glow be­gan to

    re­turn to her face.




    “We’ve got to stop hang­ing out in dives,” Re­mo said. “You okay?”




    “I’m alive.” Kim man­aged a faint smile. “But I do have this un­con­trol­lable de­sire to be

    back on dry land.”




    “No prob­lem,” Re­mo said. “Just lean back and re­lax.” Lock­ing his arms around her, he let

    the tide car­ry them both back to shore. He lift­ed her out of the pound­ing surf and car­ried

    her over the slip­pery rocks, fi­nal­ly putting her naked body down gen­tly on the dunes

    above.




    “I thought we were dead for sure,” she said, star­ing at him. “How did you do that?”




    “Do what?”




    “Get us out of that cave swim­ming against the cur­rent. It’s im­pos­si­ble to do that.”




    “I did it with mir­rors,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re im­pos­si­ble,” she said with a small laugh. She slipped her arms around Re­mo’s

    neck, cling­ing tight. Even though the night air was balmy, he could feel her shiv­er­ing.




    “We’d bet­ter get back,” Re­mo said. “I think we’ve had enough va­ca­tion for one day.

    Any­way, I don’t know what the dress code is around here but I don’t think a well-​placed hand

    and a cou­ple of clam shells are go­ing to count for too much.”




    “I’m ready to go back,” Kim said qui­et­ly. Her teeth were chat­ter­ing and her smooth skin

    was peb­bled with goose bumps.




    With his arm around her trem­bling shoul­ders, Re­mo led her along the dark de­sert­ed

    beach. There were lights on in the con­do­mini­um. Chi­un sat cross-​legged on the floor,

    en­grossed in one of the scrolls. As Re­mo shep­herd­ed Kim through the open French doors,

    Chi­un looked up and said, “Usu­al­ly I pre­fer that peo­ple who vis­it wear cloth­ing.

    Par­tic­ular­ly whites.”




    “We were in one of the caves down the beach,” said Re­mo. “The tide came in and trapped us

    there. Swim­ming out was close.”




    Chi­un shook his head. “I heard that those caves were treach­er­ous. A num­ber of peo­ple

    have drowned there, usu­al­ly peo­ple who have not paid the prop­er amount of at­ten­tion to

    their sur­round­ings. Peo­ple eas­ily dis­tract­ed by triv­ial things.”




    He fold­ed his hand across his nar­row chest. “I’m not crit­iciz­ing, you un­der­stand. I

    nev­er crit­icize. It is one of my tru­ly out­stand­ing qual­ities that no mat­ter how stupid

    you are, I nev­er tell you about it.”




    “You just keep not telling me about it,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got to do some­thing.” He slipped

    in­to the bath­room and came out with a tow­el wrapped around his mid­dle and a fluffy white

    ter­rycloth robe in his arms. It had the con­do re­sort em­blem on the pock­et and was five

    sizes too large for Re­mo. The man­age­ment had sent it over af­ter Re­mo’s im­promp­tu

    land­scap­ing of the aloe gar­den. Kim moved out from be­hind the thin gauze cur­tain where she

    had been hid­ing and slipped it on. It looked on her like an un­pegged tent but some­how Re­mo

    thought it made her look gor­geous.




    Chi­un was still ex­plain­ing how he nev­er crit­icized stupid Re­mo for be­ing stupid,

    act­ing stupid­ly, liv­ing his life in a stupid fash­ion.




    “Chi­un, this is Kim Ki­ley.”




    “Nice to meet you,” said Kim. Along with the pleas­antry, she gave Chi­un one of the

    megawatt smiles that melt­ed the hearts of movie­go­ers around the world.




    “Of course it’s nice to meet me,” Chi­un replied in Ko­re­an. He in­clined his head a scant

    eighth of an inch. In Sinan­ju, it was the form of greet­ing used to ac­knowl­edge the

    pres­ence of lep­ers, tax col­lec­tors and traf­fick­ers in day-​old fish heads. It

    ac­knowl­edged their pres­ence but com­plete­ly ig­nored their ex­is­tence. A fine point of

    Sinan­ju eti­quette that was not lost on Re­mo.




    Re­mo cleared his throat. “I thought since we’ve got plen­ty of room, we could put up Kim

    for a few days. You’d hard­ly no­tice she was here.”




    “I would no­tice she was here. And more im­por­tant, so would you,” Chi­un said, shak­ing

    his head. “This is not a good thing. We can­not have her stay­ing with us.”




    “We were just talk­ing about your well-​known gen­eros­ity,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s the trou­ble with be­ing gen­er­ous,” Chi­un said. “Ev­ery­one wants to take

    ad­van­tage of you. You give a lit­tle here, a lit­tle there and sud­den­ly you have noth­ing

    left and you are out in the street with a frayed robe and a beg­gar bowl.”




    “Kim is from Hol­ly­wood,” Re­mo said. “She’s a movie star.”




    Chi­un looked up with height­ened in­ter­est. “Were you ev­er in As the Plan­et Re­volves?”

    he asked.




    “Ugggh. A soap? No, I was nev­er in a soap.” Chi­un pursed his lips in dis­taste at her

    dis­taste.




    “Do you know Bar­bra Streisand?” he asked, men­tion­ing his fa­vorite Amer­ican wom­an.




    “No. Not re­al­ly.”




    “Do you know Chee­ta Ching?” Chi­un asked, men­tion­ing his fa­vorite tele­vi­sion

    per­son­al­ity.




    “No,” Kim said.




    “Do you know Rad RexP” Chi­un asked, men­tion­ing the name of his fa­vorite soap-​opera

    star.




    “Sure,” Kim said. “He’s a fag.”




    In Ko­re­an, Chi­un said, “Re­mo, get this im­poster out of here.” He looked down again at

    his scrolls.




    Re­mo said, “I’d bet­ter get you a room, Kim.”




    “I’d rather stay with you,” she said.




    Re­mo shrugged. “I’m sor­ry but Chi­un doesn’t think that’s a good idea.”




    “Do you al­ways do what he says?”




    “Most of the time,” Re­mo said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause most of the time he’s right.”




    “I nev­er heard of a ser­vant who was right,” Kim Ki­ley said.




    “Chi­un’s not a ser­vant.”




    “I thought he was. Chi­nese but­lers are all the rage on the coast right now. They’re such

    hard work­ers and you can usu­al­ly get them at min­imum wage. And they’re re­al­ly

    dec­ora­tive and cute, padding around the house like lit­tle yel­low gnomes. Do you think your

    friend would be in­ter­est­ed in do­mes­tic work?”




    “No.” Re­mo grinned. “I don’t think so.” He tried to pic­ture Chi­un ma­neu­ver­ing the

    Elec­trolux over the car­pet, tak­ing out the trash, pass­ing out a tray of canapes at a

    cock­tail par­ty. It seemed very im­prob­able and when he glanced to­ward Chi­un, the old

    Ko­re­an mouthed the words for “Out. Get her out of here.”




    “I’d bet­ter see about your room,” said Re­mo. He pressed a buzzer in the wall and wait­ed

    and in less than a minute, three men in white with red sash­es around their waists ap­peared at

    the French doors. They looked ner­vous be­cause they were ner­vous. They had wait­ed on Re­mo

    be­fore.




    “You rang, sir?” all called in uni­son.




    “Right. I need a room for Miss Ki­ley here.”




    “A room, sir?”




    “Yes, a room. You know, one of those things with four walls.”




    The three knew that there weren’t any rooms. Not on­ly here at the Del Ray Ba­hamia but on

    the whole is­land it­self. This was the height of the tourist sea­son and there weren’t any

    rooms. There was an over­sized util­ity clos­et up on the third floor, but they didn’t want to

    think about what would hap­pen if they of­fered this man an over­sized util­ity clos­et.




    There was on­ly one va­cant lodg­ing in the whole com­plex-​the sen­ator’s suite. The

    sen­ator’s suite was fur­nished with price­less an­tiques and the walls were cov­ered with

    Rem­brandts, Van Goghs and Pi­cas­sos. It had its own wine cel­lar and Jacuzzi.




    The sen­ator al­lowed no one in­to his per­ma­nent suite, not even the lo­cal help. He sent

    his own Ger­man clean­ing wom­an down once a week by Lear jet to dust off the price­less Ming

    vas­es and fluff the pil­lows. If they put this wom­an in the sen­ator’s suite and he found out

    about it, they would all lose their jobs, have their tax re­turns au­dit­ed and go to jail for

    the rest of their lives. But if they told Re­mo no … They re­mem­bered the wall and the desk he

    had thrown through the win­dow.




    The sen­ator was in Wash­ing­ton and the clean­ing wom­an wasn’t due for five more days.

    “We’ll put her in the sen­ator’s suite,” the three said in uni­son.




    Re­mo smiled. “That sounds good.”




    “It is good. It is the very best we have.”




    “I’m starved too,” said Kim. “I’d like some­thing to eat.”




    “Any­thing you want, miss.”




    “A filet mignon. Rare. If there isn’t a lit­tle blood on the plate, I’ll know it’s been

    over­cooked. And I’d like a baked pota­to with that, sour cream and a big sal­ad with

    bleu-​cheese dress­ing. Send a bot­tle of bur­gundy along too. The old­er the bet­ter.”




    “Will the gen­tle­man be din­ing with madam?” they asked.




    “Fresh wa­ter and rice,” Re­mo said.




    “Nice and clumpy,” the three cho­rused. “Just the way you like it.”




    They looked to Re­mo for ap­proval and Re­mo nod­ded and smiled.




    Chi­un grum­bled in Ko­re­an for Re­mo’s ears. “Good. Get out of here and go watch that cow

    eat dead cow meat.”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. If Chi­un want­ed to be alone, let him be alone. Re­mo hadn’t want­ed

    this va­ca­tion in the first place and now that he was start­ing to en­joy it a lit­tle, he

    wasn’t go­ing to let Chi­un spoil it. If on­ly Re­mo could shake that crazy rest­less feel­ing

    that sat in him like an undi­gest­ed meal. He thought he had lost it for a while, back there in

    the cave with Kim be­fore the tide came in, but now it was back, cling­ing and un­shak­able as

    the smell of death it­self.




    “We’ll show you to the sen­ator’s suite now,” the room-​ser­vice trio of­fered.




    Kim fol­lowed them through the door, the over­sized robe trail­ing be­hind her like a

    beach­wear wed­ding gown. Re­mo paused in the door­way, turned and said, “Good night, Lit­tle

    Fa­ther.”




    “For some,” Chi­un mut­tered with­out look­ing up from the spread-​out roll of parch­ment.

    “If you come back reek­ing of dead cow meat, you’ll have to sleep on the beach.”




    Re­mo smiled. “I don’t think I’ll have any trou­ble find­ing a place to sleep.”


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    Regi­nald Woburn III took a ten­ta­tive sip of or­ange juice, gagged and spit it out.

    Fight­ing the queasy feel­ing in his stom­ach, he poked at the two crisp strips of ba­con on

    his plate, but couldn’t bring him­self to lift them to his mouth. He knew they were fine, just

    the way he liked them, but right now they had no more ap­peal than ter­mi­nal lung can­cer.




    And the eggs were worse. There were two of them, sun­ny-​side-​up, nes­tled in the cen­ter

    of the plate be­tween the sliced fruit and ba­con, but they stared up at him like two

    milky-​yel­low blind but ac­cusato­ry eyes. He could al­most hear them speak­ing to him:

    “Regi­nald, you failed again. What kind of Wo de­scen­dant are you? You are a fail­ure.”




    Reg­gie pushed over the glass-​and-​wrought-​iron ta­ble. It hit the car­pet­ed floor of the

    gaze­bo with a crack­ling crash. The table­top shat­tered. The glass­ware broke. Food bits were

    spat­tered ev­ery­where.




    Reg­gie shoved back his chair and ran in­to the shrub­bery, retch­ing, his throat

    con­strict­ed, flood­ed with the loath­some-​tast­ing bile. He tried to throw up, but noth­ing

    came out be­cause his stom­ach was as emp­ty as a fresh­ly dug grave.




    He had not been able to eat any­thing, not since last evening when he heard the news that

    the sea had not killed the one called Re­mo.




    This time it wasn’t a cou­ple of lazy In­di­ans or three over-​priced hit men. The sea was

    the god­damned sea. The sea, cold, re­lent­less, pow­er­ful enough to swal­low up fleets of

    ships.




    But not Re­mo. No, the sea could suck up the Ti­tan­ic like a cock­tail hors d’oeu­vre, but

    Re­mo just went right through it, from bot­tom to top, and swam back to shore again with no

    more chal­lenge than if he had been pad­dling around the shal­low end of a back­yard pool. With

    the girl in tow; that made it even more in­cred­ible.




    Reg­gie rose from his knees and brushed off his white flan­nel trousers. His hands were

    shak­ing as if he had just come off a three-​day par­ty at the po­lo club with plen­teous

    liquor and pli­able wom­en.




    He moved slow­ly, like an old man with aching legs and nowhere to go, back to the gaze­bo,

    and col­lapsed in­to the high-​backed wick­er chair. Deep down in­side, where his heart was

    sup­posed to be, he knew what was wrong with him. It wasn’t that his stom­ach hurt or his hands

    trem­bled. They were symp­toms. What was wrong with him was fear, ter­ror, old­er and dark­er

    than time it­self. He could feel it eat­ing away at him, con­sum­ing him in big hun­gry

    mouth­fuls from the in­side out, and he didn’t know how much longer he would be able to stand

    it. Soon, noth­ing would be left but a dry emp­ty husk, not enough Reg­gie Woburn left be­neath

    the dry pa­pery skin to even mat­ter.




    Could it be that the sev­enth stone was wrong? Were these two in­vin­ci­ble? Or did he just

    not un­der­stand the stone’s mes­sage yet?




    He had been cer­tain that the sea would kill the “plum” named Re­mo, so cer­tain that he

    al­ready con­sid­ered it an ac­com­plished fact. But the sea, so big that you couldn’t even

    hire it to do your work, had failed him. And what else was left? There had to be some­thing

    else, es­pe­cial­ly now that the two “plums” were to­geth­er again. But as he sat and thought,

    no new ideas came to him, on­ly the fear gnaw­ing away at his in­sides, tak­ing away a lit­tle

    more of his man­hood with ev­ery pass­ing minute.




    He tried to get a grip on him­self. He need­ed some­thing, some­thing big and im­por­tant to

    prove that he was not on­ly still a man, but al­so the first son of the first son in the

    di­rect line of Wo, and there­fore a ruler.




    His train of thought was bro­ken by the sound of some­one singing. It was a high strong

    lusty voice, fe­male and thick with the is­land’s lyri­cal ac­cents. The sea breeze car­ried

    the song from the beach. It was a hap­py song, a cel­ebra­tion of love and life, and not at all

    the kind of song that Reg­gie was in the mood to hear.




    Cran­ing his neck, he peered over the thick wall of shrub­bery that sep­arat­ed his gaze­bo

    from the beach. He saw an im­mense black fig­ure wad­dle in­to view. Her bright­ly col­ored

    cot­ton dress stretched around her huge body like a sausage cas­ing about to split. The

    wom­an’s toe­nails were paint­ed an im­prob­able day-​glo pink. A bright red ker­chief was

    wrapped around her head and atop that was a tow­er­ing stack of hand-​wo­ven bas­kets near­ly

    as tall as her­self.




    She moved along the sun­lit beach with her own easy, shuf­fling rhythm, singing. As she came

    abreast of the gaze­bo, she no­ticed Reg­gie and end­ed her song abrupt­ly and fa­vored him

    with a wide easy smile.




    “Bas­ket Mary at your ser­vice,” she said. “Ev­ery­body know me. I make the best bas­kets in

    all the is­lands, maybe even the whole wide world. Big bas­kets, lit­tle bas­kets, all sizes in

    be­tween, all dif­fer­ent col­ors, all dif­fer­ent shapes. You want some­thing spe­cial, I make

    it up for you. On­ly one day wait. You ask any­body and they tell you that Bas­ket Mary’s

    bas­kets are the best. The best.”




    She paused at the end of her oft-​prac­ticed spiel and looked at Regi­nald Woburn III for

    en­cour­age­ment.




    “Let’s have a look at them then,” Reg­gie said with a smile. He leaned over and opened the

    lit­tle wrought-​iron gate buried in­side the shrubs and then stepped back while Bas­ket Mary

    squeezed her bulk through it. Her grin fad­ed a lit­tle as she caught sight of the over­turned

    ta­ble, the shat­tered crock­ery, the lit­tle slumps of con­gealed egg and fruit with the

    blue­bot­tle flies buzzing around them. Some­thing was not so nice here was the ex­pres­sion

    that briefly crossed her face. Some­thing was not right. But like the small­est cloud cross­ing

    in front of the sun, the feel­ing passed in just a mo­ment. Bas­ket Mary looked up. The sun was

    still there, right up in the mid­dle of the sky as al­ways, and she smiled as she looked again

    at Regi­nald Woburn and no­ticed his beau­ti­ful­ly cut clothes, the lux­uri­ous fur­nish­ings

    of his gaze­bo and the pri­vate beach that led to the big fine man­sion on the hill be­hind

    it.




    Bas­ket Mary de­cid­ed there was noth­ing wrong here, at least noth­ing that a cou­ple of

    her bas­kets couldn’t cure.




    “Let’s see the green-​and-​white one there,” Reg­gie sug­gest­ed. “The one in the mid­dle of

    the stack.”




    “You got the eye for re­al qual­ity,” Bas­ket Mary con­grat­ulat­ed him. With a swift and

    sur­pris­ing­ly grace­ful mo­tion, she trans­ferred the tee­ter­ing stack of bas­kets from her

    head to her hands and then to the car­pet­ed floor. She leaned over to sep­arate the one he

    want­ed from the stack. Reg­gie leaned over too. He was smil­ing as his fin­gers fum­bled for

    and clasped the break­fast knife, lift­ing it out of the de­bris of his scat­tered food.




    Sud­den­ly Reg­gie was feel­ing good. The fear that had clawed at his in­side was melt­ing

    away as if it had nev­er been there at all. In its place was a warm glow, the thrill of

    an­tic­ipa­tion. What had he ev­er been afraid of?




    “Here you go.” Look­ing up, Bas­ket Mary held out the pret­ty green-​and-​white bas­ket.




    “And here you go,” Reg­gie said, smil­ing. Sun­light glis­tened off the long slen­der blade

    as he drove it in­to her vast chest. Blood sput­tered around the met­al and Bas­ket Mary

    screamed, un­til Reg­gie clapped his hand over her mouth and bore her to the ground with the

    weight of his own body, as his knife-​con­tin­ued to rum­mage around in the big wom­an’s

    chest.




    She strug­gled for a few mo­ments, her body thud­ding around as she tried to buck Reg­gie

    off her. The lat­tice­work walls of the gaze­bo shook, and then she was still.




    Reg­gie nev­er felt bet­ter in his life. Sud­den­ly, he want­ed break­fast. He rose and

    looked down at Bas­ket Marys body. Then he re­mem­bered some­thing he read once: that in­side

    ev­ery fat per­son was a thin per­son try­ing to get out.




    He knelt again along­side Bas­ket Mary, raised the knife and start­ed to test that

    the­ory.




    When he was done, he picked up a tele­phone and di­aled the po­lice. “Could you send

    some­one over?” he re­quest­ed cheer­ful­ly. “There’s a dead wom­an all over my gaze­bo.”




    The con­sta­ble ar­rived an hour lat­er. He stood just in­side the wrought-​iron gate and

    sur­veyed the car­nage with pro­fes­sion­al calm. “No ar­row in the heart, no morder,” he

    pro­nounced. “Nat­ural caus­es for sure. Nev­er any morder here. Just surf, sun and good times.

    A re­al va­ca­tion par­adise.”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” Reg­gie agreed. He nod­ded to­ward what used to be Bas­ket Mary. “If it’s

    not too much trou­ble, I’m a lit­tle short of staff.”




    “No trou­ble,” the con­sta­ble said. “I get her up for you.” He reached in­to the pock­et of

    his bag­gy uni­form and pulled out a fold­ed plas­tic trash bag. “My scene-​of-​the-​crime

    kit,” he said. “Nev­er go nowhere with­out it. Come in handy when these nat­ural-​caus­es

    deaths be messy like this one.”




    “Very com­mend­able,” Reg­gie said.




    “You go and en­joy your­self. I clean up fine.” Kneel­ing down on the blood-​soaked car­pet,

    he be­gan to shove Bas­ket Mary in­to the bag, with all the ea­ger­ness of a slum kid who had

    un­in­ten­tion­al­ly been in­vit­ed to the White House East­eregg hunt.




    The af­ter­math of killing held no in­ter­est for Reg­gie. He picked up a crois­sant that

    had land­ed atop one of the bush­es, and munch­ing ca­su­al­ly, he opened the gate and

    saun­tered down to the beach. There was a cool pleas­ant breeze from the sea. Gulls wheeled and

    dived above the clear blue wa­ter. The surf lapped gen­tly against the rocks like a lover

    talk­ing.




    Reg­gie sat down on a flat-​topped rock at the wa­ter’s edge. Now that he was feel­ing like

    his old self again, his thoughts re­turned to the prob­lem of the two plums. He could think of

    them now with­out fear. It was a strange but won­der­ful con­tent­ment, a feel­ing of be­ing at

    peace with him­self.




    With the sun warm against his face, he leaned over to doo­dle in the wet sand with his

    blood-​en­crust­ed fin­ger. He drew a sail­ing ship with no em­blem on its un­furled can­vas.

    He doo­dled men in ar­mor, their faces old and wise and full of mys­tery. He drew him­self and

    his fa­ther and a crude out­line of the is­land and fi­nal­ly the sev­enth stone it­self. The

    surf came in, spit­ting at the rocks. When it went back out again, the wet sand was smooth, his

    draw­ings erased by the sea.




    Not ful­ly aware of what he was do­ing, Reg­gie leaned over again. The sand and wa­ter had

    washed the blood from his fin­ger. He be­gan to draw again, not shapes or im­ages this time,

    but a sin­gle word, in an­cient rune­like char­ac­ters. He rec­og­nized the lan­guage

    im­me­di­ate­ly. It was the lan­guage of Wo, the words that tied all the de­scen­dants of

    Prince Wo to­geth­er. And he rec­og­nized the word too, a sin­gle word of com­mand that had

    come un­bid­den to his ca­su­al fin­ger from some­where in the deep re­cess­es of his mind. He

    had known all the time what he must do about the “two plums.” Smil­ing, Reg­gie stood and

    stud­ied the word in the sand. It was a sum­mons, a call to the far-​flung Wo clan.




    The sin­gle word was “COME.”




    Reg­gie sent the one word to the far­thest cor­ners of the earth. In Nairo­bi, the

    Woshee­sha tribe for­sook the sa­cred rit­ual of the har­vest hunt to pack up their spears and

    leather thongs. In Hokkai­do, Japan, the Woshi­mo­to clan pre­pared their cer­emo­ni­al robes

    and made a fi­nal vis­it to the graves of their an­ces­tors. In Manch­ester, Eng­land, the

    Woost­ers packed their glad­stones and left a note for the milk­man. The Wog­rooths of Hol­land

    left their tulip beds in the care of a neigh­bor while the Wor­ri­ers of France closed and

    shut­tered their pros­per­ous Left Bank café.




    Two morn­ings lat­er, the de­scen­dants of Prince Wo had con­verged on the is­land of

    Lit­tle Ex­uma. As the clock in the tow­er of Gov­ern­ment House chimed the noon hour,

    Regi­nald Woburn III rose from his chair at the head of a long ban­quet ta­ble. The ta­ble was

    piled high with food, an in­ter­na­tion­al bazaar of del­ica­cies rep­re­sent­ing the best of

    more than a dozen dif­fer­ent cul­tures. There was even more di­ver­si­ty in the peo­ple

    seat­ed in the high-​backed chairs that bor­dered the ta­ble. Faces as ebony as a star­less

    night; del­icate oval faces the pre­cise shade of yel­low­ing ivory; bland milk­white faces,

    cream and co­coa faces, cin­na­monred faces; young faces and old faces, and all of them turned

    at­ten­tive­ly to the man at the head of the ta­ble.




    “You are all wel­come here,” Regi­nald Woburn greet­ed them. “You have come from near and

    far in an­swer to my sum­mons and now we are all to­geth­er, ev­ery last liv­ing de­scen­dant

    of the great Prince Wo. It is a time for re­joic­ing, a time for cel­ebra­tion, but that is not

    the on­ly rea­son you have trav­eled these many miles.”




    He looked around the large room. The faces stared at him.




    “We are gath­ered here for a pur­pose, a no­ble un­der­tak­ing that will, once and for all,

    re­store our no­ble house to its full and right­ful po­si­tion of hon­or. We have come here to

    band to­geth­er against a sin­gle en­emy. We are unit­ed so that we may ban­ish him from the

    face of the earth for­ev­er.”




    “Who is this great en­emy?” Maui Woshee­sha de­mand­ed. His voice was as full of qui­et

    strength as a li­on pass­ing silent­ly through the high grass. His gold and ivory bracelets

    clat­tered mu­si­cal­ly as his broad hand closed around the shaft of his steeltipped spear.




    “You wish to see him?” Reg­gie asked. “You de­sire to hear his name spo­ken aloud?”




    “Show the man and say the name,” Hi­rako Woshi­mo­to in­sist­ed. There was the faintest

    rus­tle of silk as his fin­gers came to rest on the tas­seled han­dle of his cer­emo­ni­al

    samu­rai sword.




    “The man is one called Re­mo. And if you wish to see him, you need mere­ly to look be­neath

    your plates.”




    The low-​voiced mur­mur of a dozen dif­fer­ent tongues ac­com­pa­nied the lift­ing of the

    plates. There was a pho­to­graph un­der each one, all alike. They showed Re­mo, wear­ing the

    ug­ly gray­ish suit he had worn to the pres­iden­tial press con­fer­ence. The cam­era had

    caught him in the in­stant that he had tossed a note­book, sev­er­ing Du Wok’s sword hand from

    the rest of his arm.




    “His head is mine,” Ree Wok shout­ed. “Mine,” said Maui Woshee­sha. “Mine,” said Hi­rako

    Woshi­mo­to.




    Regi­nald Woburn si­lenced them with an up­raised hand.




    “Who will kill this man?” he shout­ed.




    “I will.” A hun­dred voic­es, a dozen tongues, all of them speak­ing as one. The

    win­dow­panes rat­tled as the cho­rused re­sponse filled the huge din­ing hall.




    Regi­nald Woburn smiled, then slow­ly looked around the long ta­ble, meet­ing the eyes of

    each of them in turn.




    “He who kills him will have a fur­ther hon­or,” he said.




    “What is this hon­or that will be mine?” asked Hi­rako Woshi­mo­to.




    “He who kills this man will be al­lowed to kill an­oth­er.”




    “Who is?”




    “The beast,” Regi­nald Woburn said. “The Ko­re­an as­sas­sin who drove Prince Wo to these

    shores. For this young one is his dis­ci­ple and the sev­enth stone tells us that both must

    die.”


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    “Pay at­ten­tion now,” said Chi­un. “A wan­der­ing mind gath­ers on­ly moss.”




    “That’s a rolling stone,” said Re­mo, “and I am pay­ing at­ten­tion. I al­ways pay

    at­ten­tion.”




    “You know less about at­ten­tion than you know about wis­dom. A rolling stone gath­ers no

    moss; a wan­der­ing mind gath­ers all moss. They are very dif­fer­ent,” Chi­un said.




    “If you say so, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. He smiled at his teach­er, who looked away, an­noyed.

    Chi­un was wor­ried about Re­mo. The hid­ing time had still not passed for him, and he was out

    of touch with him­self and his rea­son for be­ing. He did noth­ing now ex­cept to per­form

    un­speak­able acts with that im­poster pos­ing as an ac­tress, who didn’t even know Bar­bra

    Streisand, and that was proof that there was some­thing wrong with Re­mo.




    Be­cause he should not be pay­ing so much at­ten­tion to a wom­an and to sex; there were

    more im­por­tant things for a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, pri­mar­ily train­ing and con­tem­pla­tion.

    As it was now, Chi­un had had to im­plore Re­mo to show up for this train­ing ses­sion.




    “Watch close­ly now,” Chi­un said.




    “I am watch­ing. Is this a test to see how long I last be­fore I col­lapse of bore­dom?”




    “Enough,” Chi­un mut­tered.




    They stood on the beach of a de­sert­ed in­let on the un­de­vloped side of the is­land.

    There were no build­ings or peo­ple, no plea­sure boats to smudge the um­blem­ished line of the

    dis­tant hori­zon. A strong south­west wind rip­pled the sur­face of the crys­tal blue wa­ter

    and tem­pered the heat of the mid­day sun.




    Chi­un walked to the edge of the wa­ter, glanced over his shoul­der to make sure that Re­mo

    was watch­ing, then stepped to­ward the frothy bub­bles of the spent surf. As he took his first

    step, he be­gan to wave his arms back and forth along­side his body, his fin­ger­nails point­ed

    down­ward.




    He walked out five steps, his arms still mov­ing, then five more. Then he turned and walked

    back and stood be­fore Re­mo.




    “Well?” he said.




    “That’s the les­son for to­day?” Re­mo said. “Watch­ing you take a walk in the wa­ter?”




    “No, the les­son for to­day is the same as the les­son for ev­ery day: that you are tru­ly

    an id­iot. You saw me walk in­to the wa­ter?”




    “Of course. I told you I was pay­ing at­ten­tion.”




    “Then look at my san­dals,” Chi­un said. He raised one thin yel­low leg to­ward Re­mo. His

    thin yel­low shin peeked out from un­der the lift­ed edge of his dark red ki­mono.




    Re­mo looked at the of­fered san­dal, then leaned over to touch it. It was dry, bone dry.

    And yet he had just seen Chi­un walk ten paces out in­to the ocean.




    “How’d you do that?”




    “If you were tru­ly pay­ing at­ten­tion, you would know the an­swer,” Chi­un said. “Now this

    time, watch again. But with your eyes and mind open and your mouth closed, please.”




    Chi­un re­peat­ed the stroll in­to the wa­ter and this time Re­mo saw that the

    back-​and-​forth mo­tion of Chi­un’s arms at the sides of his body was set­ting up a pres­sure

    wall that lit­er­al­ly pushed back the wa­ter from along­side him.




    When Chi­un came back, he said, “Did you see?”




    “I cer­tain­ly did,” Re­mo said. “Do you know that Moses did that and he got five books in

    the Bible?”




    To Chi­un’s un­amused look, he quick­ly added, “Okay, Chi­un, I liked it a lot. It was re­al

    nice.”




    “Nice?” Chi­un shrieked. “A walk in a gar­den is nice. A cup of warm tea is nice. Clean

    un­der­wear is nice. This? This is spec­tac­ular.” His wispy white hair flut­tered in the wind

    as he shook his head to­ward Re­mo.




    “All right, Chi­un. It’s great,” Re­mo said. “It must be ter­rif­ic at beach par­ties.”




    “Do not pa­tron­ize me, white thing,” Chi­un said. “This is a tool, not a source of

    amuse­ment. With this, Wo Lee, the Near­ly Great, once es­caped an evil king by run­ning

    through a pond of man-​eat­ing fish.”




    “Hold on. Wo Lee, the Near­ly Great?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes. None oth­er.”




    “Why was he ‘the near­ly great’?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause he had the mis­for­tune to se­lect a pupil who did not pay at­ten­tion.”




    “All right, enough. I’m pay­ing at­ten­tion. I just don’t see a lot of prac­ti­cal val­ue in

    be­ing able to part the wa­ters,” Re­mo said.




    “I thought it might be par­tic­ular­ly help­ful to you now that you’ve tak­en to loi­ter­ing

    in damp caves with strange wom­en,” Chi­un said. “Now you do it.”




    Just as Re­mo walked to the edge of the wa­ter, he heard his name called in a soft,

    pleas­ant­ly fa­mil­iar voice. He turned to see Kim Kilev stand­ing on one of the grass-​capped

    dunes. Her aquablue swim­suit em­pha­sized ev­ery curve of her full­breast­ed sup­ple body.




    “I’ve been look­ing for you ev­ery­where,” she said. “What are you two do­ing over on this

    side of the is­land?”




    “Noth­ing,” Chi­un mut­tered. “Es­pe­cial­ly him.”




    “Let’s go swim­ming then,” Kim said with a smile. “The wa­ter looks beau­ti­ful.”




    “Good idea,” Re­mo said. “Chi­un, I’ll prac­tice lat­er. I promise.”




    “Let us hope that lat­er is not too late,” Chi­un said.




    Kim Ki­ley said, “I brought a surf­board along. We can take turns on it.” She point­ed up to

    the tall saw grass where a long blue-​and-​white fiber­glass board was ly­ing.




    “I’ll go first,” she said. “I want to get the board back by four.”




    “Go ahead,” said Chi­un. “You can take my turn too. Al­so Re­mo’s.”




    “You’re sweet,” Kim said.




    “Just what I was go­ing to say,” Re­mo agreed. Kim got the board and launched her­self

    grace­ful­ly in­to the surf. Af­ter she cleared the crest of an in­com­ing wave, she jock­eyed

    her­self in­to a sit­ting po­si­tion and be­gan to pad­dle far­ther out.




    “This is im­pos­si­ble,” Chi­un said. “How can we ac­com­plish any­thing with all these

    dis­trac­tions?”




    “This is a va­ca­tion,” Re­mo re­mind­ed him. “Dis­trac­tions are what va­ca­tions are all

    about. And any­way, Kim isn’t ‘all these dis­trac­tions.’ She’s the on­ly one.”




    “It on­ly takes one for you to ne­glect your train­ing,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo’s re­ply was cut short by a cry for help. It was Kim’s voice, raised in a thin

    plain­tive wail as the wind car­ried it across the wa­ter. Re­mo shad­ed his eyes and spot­ted

    her, a tiny speck in the dis­tance. Her head was just above the ocean’s sur­face. Her arms were

    wrapped around the slip­pery sur­face of the board as it bucked and fish­tailed, buf­fet­ed by

    the chop­py wind-​whipped waves.




    Re­mo dived in­to the surf and swam to­ward her, his smooth pow­er­ful strokes eat­ing up

    the dis­tance be­tween them. He felt a sense of ex­hil­ara­tion, of break­ing free. He had not

    been able to con­cen­trate dur­ing the brief train­ing ses­sion; it was all part of that

    rest­less feel­ing that he kept think­ing would go away but which he had not been able to shake

    for the last two weeks. But this, this now felt right.




    Rais­ing his head, Re­mo peered above the white-​foamed waves to catch a glimpse of Kim as

    her hands lost their ten­ta­tive grip on the board and with one more cry for help, she slipped

    be­neath the sur­face.




    Re­mo glid­ed across the wa­ter now, mov­ing through it not like a man but the way Chi­un

    had taught him, like a fish, be­ing in the wa­ter and of it. When he reached the spot where Kim

    had gone un­der, he kicked his legs back, twist­ed and dived. Even this far out, the wa­ter was

    crys­tal clear.




    But he saw no sign of her. Where was she? He start­ed to dive deep­er when he felt the

    slight pres­sure of move­ment in the wa­ter be­hind him. He turned, ex­pect­ing Kim and

    in­stead found him­self sud­den­ly en­tan­gled in a vast net. It closed around, cov­er­ing him

    on all sides as if he were some kind of in­sect who had mis­tak­en­ly strayed in­to a spi­der’s

    wait­ing web. He strug­gled to break free, but the more he strug­gled, the more his twist­ing

    body be­came tan­gled up in the net. It clung to his arms and legs, and wrapped it­self around

    his body and head. His vi­sion was ob­scured by the fine, met­al-​re­in­forced mesh. Ev­ery

    move he made on­ly bound him tighter.




    Re­mo felt a flash of pan­ic, not for him­self but for Kim. She need­ed him. This was on­ly

    a net, a sim­ple fish­er­man’s tool, he told him­self. Noth­ing to get worked up about. He

    would break the net and then con­tin­ue his search.




    Back on the beach, Chi­un watched the shad­ow cast by a ragged-​leaf palm tree. Its length

    told him that two min­utes had passed since he had seen Re­mo’s head duck un­der the waves.

    Chi­un thought he would head back to the con­do­mini­um soon. It had been a try­ing day and a

    cup of tea would be sooth­ing.




    Calm­ing him­self, con­cen­trat­ing, Re­mo grasped the net in his hands and felt it slip

    away. He tried again and again missed. Whipped by the strong cur­rent, the fine-​meshed

    web­bing kept mov­ing out of reach, and his ef­forts had on­ly served to draw the net tighter

    around him. It sur­round­ed him com­plete­ly now, as tight and cling­ing as a new­ly wrapped

    shroud.




    Chi­un sighed. He glanced to his right and saw Kim Ki­ley come run­ning out of the surf and

    then across the sand back to­ward her con­do­mini­um build­ing. Even that wom­an had sense

    enough to come in out of the wa­ter. It was six min­utes now ac­cord­ing to the

    ev­er-​length­en­ing shad­ow of the palm tree. Chi­un wasn’t go­ing to sit here all day while

    Re­mo frol­icked in the sea. He would wait on­ly a bit longer and then re­turn to the con­do

    alone if Re­mo didn’t get back. If Re­mo want­ed to splash around like a fool all day, that was

    his busi­ness. But Chi­un want­ed a cup of tea. Was that too much to ask?




    Re­mo felt a tiny trace of light-​head­ed­ness, the lit­tle warn­ing in­di­ca­tor that his

    thrash­ing around had be­gun to use up his air. As the tight-​wo­ven net­ting slipped across

    his face, he caught a glimpse of a fig­ure in the dis­tance swim­ming steadi­ly to­ward

    him.




    Kim, he thought. He had come to save her and now she was go­ing to res­cue him.




    But as the shad­owy fig­ure ap­proached and came in­to sharp­er fo­cus, Re­mo saw that it

    wasn’t Kim. It was a man in frog­man’s gear.




    And he car­ried a sword in his hand.




    Twelve min­utes. Did Re­mo ex­pect him to loi­ter around here the en­tire af­ter­noon like

    some lava­to­ry at­ten­dant hop­ing for a tip? No. He, Chi­un, had bet­ter things to do and

    very soon now, Re­mo or no Re­mo, he would de­part to do them. He could al­most smell the

    fra­grant aro­ma of fresh tea.




    The frog­man cir­cled Re­mo, ma­neu­ver­ing for po­si­tion. The clear blue wa­ter rip­pled

    as the thin blade struck out. It poked through the net, straight at Re­mo’s un­pro­tect­ed

    chest. Re­mo threw him­self side­ways, bare­ly out of its path as the blade passed with­in a

    quar­ter-​inch of slic­ing open his rib cage.




    The frog­man with­drew the blade and quick­ly struck again. Re­mo whooshed out of the way

    but not quick­ly enough and this time the ra­zor-​honed blade had nicked his shoul­der. It was

    noth­ing more than a scratch but there was a lit­tle blood and soon­er or lat­er it would draw

    the sharks.




    This was not, Re­mo de­cid­ed, such a great va­ca­tion af­ter all.




    Both hands on the sword this time, the frog­man lunged at Re­mo from above. Fight­ing the

    con­stric­tions of the net, Re­mo fell back­ward. He could feel the cold smooth steel, even

    cold­er than the wa­ter, as it passed over his cheek­bone like a lover’s ca­ress, a fore­taste

    of what was soon to come. He knew he could not last much longer. His head felt as light as a

    cir­cus bal­loon.




    When he had to, Re­mo could live on the oxy­gen stored in his body for hours. But that

    re­quired still­ness, a shut­ting-​down of the body’s oxy­gen needs. He was not able to do that

    here be­cause of the frog­man’s at­tack and he felt a tin­gle in the low­er part of his lungs.

    How long had he been un­der­wa­ter? It seemed a life­time. No. Nine­teen min­utes. He could

    hang on, he told him­self grim­ly.




    Twen­ty min­utes and Chi­un couldn’t un­der­stand what was keep­ing Re­mo. Maybe he had

    slipped out of the wa­ter with­out Chi­un see­ing him; maybe he was back at the con­do,

    al­ready hav­ing put the tea wa­ter on to boil.




    Re­mo twist­ed his body but the blade nicked him again. It had tak­en al­most all his

    strength to avoid a di­rect hit, and the net con­tin­ued to draw tighter around him,

    re­strict­ing his move­ments fur­ther. His lungs were ready to burst; his head was filled with

    white light. It would all be over soon. He could see the frog­man’s car­niv­orous grin,

    dis­tort­ed by the Plex­iglas face mask. Re­mo had al­ways won­dered what death would look like

    when he fi­nal­ly met it face to face. He had nev­er ex­pect­ed that it would be an id­iot’s

    grin un­der glass.




    The frog­man yanked the blade free of the mesh and raised it once more. Re­mo tried to will

    his body to move, but noth­ing hap­pened. His body wasn’t lis­ten­ing to him any­more. It knew

    when to give up. You give up when there is no more air left; you give up when there is no more

    strength left to fight. Your mind might tell you oth­er things, but your body al­ways knew when

    it was time to sur­ren­der.




    It was all over. Good-​bye, Chi­un.




    The long slen­der blade flashed through the wa­ter. Re­mo stayed mo­tion­less, his mind

    al­ready ac­cept­ing the steel, an­tic­ipat­ing the first con­tact as it sliced through lay­ers

    of flesh and mus­cle to burst the frag­ile bub­ble of his heart.




    As the blade pierced the net­ting, a yel­low hand streaked bub­bling through the wa­ter, the

    ex­tend­ed fore­fin­ger pok­ing a hole in the frog­man’s throat. Red bub­bles gushed to­ward

    the sur­face like pink cham­pagne as the sword slipped from the frog­man’s grasp and he sank,

    limp and life­less, to­ward the bot­tom of the sea.




    Re­mo felt strong hands grasp the net and sim­ply yank it apart. Then he was be­ing pulled

    up­ward. His head broke the sur­face and his lungs greed­ily gulped in deep drafts of sweet,

    salts­cent­ed air.




    “Al­ways nice to see a friend­ly face,” he said.




    “Do you know how long you kept me wait­ing?” Chi­un asked. “And this ki­mono is ru­ined.

    This aw­ful wa­ter smell will nev­er leave it.”




    “Where’s Kim?” Re­mo asked, sud­den­ly pan­icked.




    “She is all right. She had the sense to come out of the wa­ter be­fore the games start­ed,”

    Chi­un said.




    “How did you know I was in trou­ble?”




    “One can al­ways ex­pect you to be in trou­ble,” Chi­un said. He brought his hand up from

    un­der the wa­ter. The long slen­der blade of the sword glit­tered in the sun­light. Chi­un’s

    dark eyes nar­rowed as he read the sim­ple in­scrip­tion etched on the blade just be­low the

    han­dle. It con­sist­ed of on­ly two words, the an­cient In­done­sian sym­bols for “Wo” and

    “son.”




    As they walked out of the wa­ter on­to the shore, Re­mo said, “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I think I’m

    bet­ter now. I think the hid­ing time is over.”




    “Good,” said Chi­un. “Be­cause it is time that I told you of the Mas­ter Who Failed.”


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    Af­ter Chi­un brewed tea and Re­mo put on a dry T-​shirt and chi­nos, they sat fac­ing each

    oth­er, cross-​legged on the floor. It was late now and the set­ting sun filled the airy room

    with a warm glow.




    “I tried to tell you this sto­ry the oth­er day but you did not lis­ten.”




    “Is this the one about the guy who didn’t get paid?” Re­mo asked.




    “You might say that,” Chi­un al­lowed.




    “See? I was lis­ten­ing. I told you. I al­ways lis­ten.”




    “If you al­ways lis­ten, why don’t you ev­er learn any­thing?” Chi­un asked.




    “Just lucky, I guess,” Re­mo said with a grin. It felt good to be back; good to be Re­mo

    again. “The prince of whom I spoke was Wo and he had a broth­er with his eye on the throne, a

    broth­er mass­ing a large army far greater than he need­ed to de­fend his own lands.”




    “This sounds like where we come in,” Re­mo said.




    “It is, but not if you keep in­ter­rupt­ing.” He glared at Re­mo and took a sip of tea.

    “Prince Wo wished to rid him­self of this schem­ing broth­er and yet did not wish to have the

    death laid at his own doorstep, so Prince Wo sent for Mas­ter Pak and a bar­gain was struck.

    The very next day, the Prince’s broth­er died, by falling from the para­pets of his own

    cas­tle.”




    “And when the as­sas­sin came to be paid?” Re­mo said.




    “He was dis­missed. Prince Wo in­sist­ed that his broth­er’s death had been a true

    ac­ci­dent and he would not ac­knowl­edge the Mas­ter’s work. He re­fused to pay the trib­ute

    that was agreed up­on.”




    “This is get­ting in­ter­est­ing,” Re­mo said, try­ing to please Chi­un.




    “It is get­ting long be­cause you keep in­ter­rupt­ing me. Any­way, the fol­low­ing morn­ing

    the prince’s con­cu­bine was found dead. The news and man­ner of her death spread quick­ly

    through­out the king­dom and soon ev­ery­one knew that the prince’s broth­er had not died by

    ac­ci­dent. Mas­ter Pak had sent his mes­sage. He want­ed to be paid.”




    “It’s a great way to send a mes­sage,” Re­mo said. “A lot more zip than Fed­er­al Ex­press.

    And the prince still re­fused to pay?”




    “No,” said Chi­un. His thin lips turned up in a win­try smile. “Prince Wo re­al­ized his

    er­ror at once and sent a couri­er to the as­sas­sin with dou­ble the pay­ment, one part for

    the as­sas­si­na­tion and an­oth­er to en­sure Mas­ter Pak’s si­lence.”




    “All that ex­tra gold. Sounds like a hap­py end­ing to me. They must have bro­ken out the

    par­ty hats back in that mud­hole by the bay.”




    “What mud­hole?” Chi­un asked.




    “Sinan­ju,” Re­mo ex­plained.




    “Si­lence, you nin­com­poop,” Chi­un snapped. “The pay­ment was on­ly part of it. More

    im­por­tant than the pay­ment is the man­ner in which it is made. Prince Wo did not wish to be

    seen by his sub­jects as hav­ing been forced to pay the as­sas­sin, but Mas­ter Pak could not

    let this hap­pen. If one prince re­fused to pay him, oth­ers might try the same. It was no

    longer enough to be paid; he had to be paid pub­licly, in trib­ute, as was his right.”




    “So he sent the gold back,” Re­mo said.




    “Of course not.”




    “Right.”




    “He sent back the emp­ty sacks re­quest­ing that they be filled again and pay­ment made

    again where all could see it. Prince Wo re­fused, for his own pride was so great that he did

    not wish to be seen bend­ing to any man’s will. In­stead, he sum­moried his war­riors and

    mo­bi­lized an en­tire army to pur­sue and kill a sin­gle man.”




    “I bet it didn’t work,” Re­mo said.




    “It did not. Prince Wo’s old­est and wis­est gen­er­al de­vised a plan called the

    sev­en-​sid­ed death. Each man­ner of death was in­scribed on a sep­arate stone. Death by

    sword, by fire and so forth. But none of the ways worked and Prince Wo’s army was dec­imat­ed

    and each of the first six stones was shat­tered.




    “The great army had dwin­dled down to a hand­ful of men and the on­ly way left was that of

    the sev­enth stone. It was said to be ul­ti­mate, in­vin­ci­ble, the one way that would work

    when all the oth­ers had failed.”




    “So that’s why Pak is known as the Mas­ter Who Failed?”




    “No, that’s not why. The sev­enth stone was nev­er used. Prince Wo and his re­main­ing

    fol­low­ers put out to sea and fi­nal­ly dis­ap­peared from the known world. And when they

    van­ished, the sev­enth stone van­ished with them.”




    “Well, what hap­pened to Pak?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un sighed. “He spent the rest of his days search­ing for Prince Wo. Fi­nal­ly he was so

    over­come by dis­grace and his own in­abil­ity to find the prince that he re­tired to a cave

    and took no food or wa­ter un­til fi­nal­ly he died. He had a vi­sion though in the very last

    mo­ments of his life. He fore­saw a fu­ture time when the de­scen­dants of Wo would try to

    wreak vengeance on an­oth­er Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. With his dy­ing breath, Pak left a cryp­tic

    mes­sage, a warn­ing that the sev­enth stone spoke truth.”




    He looked up to Re­mo for com­ment. Re­mo shrugged. “In­ter­est­ing sto­ry but that’s two

    thou­sand years ago. Maybe they want­ed to get even once, but, come on, it’s a long time

    ago.”




    “As long as the blood­line flows un­bro­ken, the mem­ory does not die,” Chi­un said. He

    drained his teacup. “Re­mem­ber when we first came down here? That lit­tle ar­ti­cle you told

    me about, the one that de­scribed the big stone that they had dug up on this is­land?”




    “I re­mem­ber men­tion­ing it,” Re­mo said. “Are you telling me that was the sev­enth

    stone?”




    “It may be,” Chi­un an­swered solemn­ly. “Em­per­or Smith has pic­tures of it and he is

    try­ing to find out what it says.”




    “Hold on, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “You speak ev­ery lan­guage I ev­er heard of. You can’t read

    this writ­ing?”




    “The lan­guage is long dead,” Chi­un said, “and Pak left no in­struc­tions in its use.”




    “It’s prob­ably not the same stone at all,” Re­mo said.




    “It prob­ably is,” Chi­un said. “Here is proof.” He held up the sword he had tak­en from the

    frog­man and ran his fin­ger­tips over the etch­ing on the blade. “In an­cient In­done­sian,

    this says ‘Wo’ and ’son.’ I think the men of the sev­enth stone are af­ter us.”




    “And Pak says the sev­enth stone knows the true way to kill us?” Re­mo asked.




    “So says the leg­end,” Chi­un said.




    “Then we’d bet­ter hope that Smit­ty finds out what the stone says,” Re­mo said.




    “That would be nice,” Chi­un said agree­ably, as he fin­ished his tea.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    Harold VV. Smith sat in front of the com­put­er watch­ing the lit­tle lights blink on and

    off as if some­one in­side the silent ma­chine was try­ing to send him a mes­sage in code.




    Smith loved the com­put­er be­cause it was able to do in sec­onds or min­utes what might

    take hu­mans days and months. But he hat­ed it too be­cause once it start­ed work­ing, there

    was noth­ing to do but sit and wait for it to fin­ish. That made him feel guilty.

    Tech­ni­cal­ly he might be work­ing, but he re­al­ly wasn’t do­ing any­thing at all, ex­cept

    drum­ming his fin­gers on the con­sole. Af­ter too many years with the gov­ern­ment, he still

    got anx­iety pains from not work­ing, a tight lit­tle knot in his stom­ach that felt as if he’d

    swal­lowed a hard rub­ber ball.




    He head­ed his own or­ga­ni­za­tion and was an­swer­able to no one but the Pres­ident

    him­self. Yet he had a re­cur­ring night­mare, a dread dream of a day when some­one would

    breeze in­to the CURE head­quar­ters in Rye, New York, look at him, point a fin­ger and say:

    “There you are, Smith. Goof­ing off at the com­put­er again.”




    He felt a slight loos­en­ing of the knot in his stom­ach as a mes­sage took form on the

    com­put­er’s mon­itor screen. The ma­chine had man­aged to de­ci­pher the first part of the

    mes­sage on the stone found in Lit­tle Ex­uma, al­though why Chi­un thought it was im­por­tant

    was be­yond Smith.




    “The two plums,” the com­put­er tapped out. Smith said it aloud just to hear the sound of

    it, but it sound­ed no bet­ter than it read. That was the trou­ble with an­cient lan­guages.

    They tend­ed to re­late things in terms of fruit and stars and trees and birds and en­trails.

    Ev­ery­thing meant some­thing else be­cause the an­cients lacked the gift for di­rect

    prose.




    The ma­chine had hes­itat­ed but now it tapped out two words from the end of the

    in­scrip­tion. He now had:




    “The two plums … are bereft.”




    Not ex­act­ly en­light­en­ing, Smith thought with a frown. With­out the mid­dle, the

    mes­sage made no sense at all, and he had a sink­ing feel­ing that even when the com­put­er

    fi­nal­ly fig­ured out the mid­dle part, the mes­sage still wouldn’t make much sense.




    Still he should let Chi­un know what the ma­chine had learned so far. He tele­phoned Lit­tle

    Ex­uma and Re­mo an­swered on the first ring.




    “I’ve got some in­for­ma­tion for Chi­un,” Smith said. “The in­scrip­tion on a stone he

    want­ed me to trans­late.”




    “Ter­rif­ic. What does it say?” Re­mo said.




    “Well, I don’t have the en­tire in­scrip­tion yet. Just a sen­tence and just the be­gin­ning

    and the end. There’s some stuff miss­ing from the mid­dle that the com­put­er still has to

    fig­ure out,” Smith said.




    “Just give me what you’ve got so far,” Re­mo said.




    Smith cleared his throat. ” ‘The two plums,’ that’s the first part. And then there’s a

    blank. ‘Are bereft,’ that’s the last part.” Smith lis­tened to fif­teen sec­onds of si­lence

    from the oth­er end of the line. “Did you get that, Re­mo?” he asked fi­nal­ly.




    “Yeah. I got it,” said Re­mo. “The two plums are bereft? That’s the great mes­sage.”




    “That’s what I have so far.”




    “What does ‘bereft’ mean?” Re­mo asked.




    “Des­ti­tute, sad­dened, heart­bro­ken,” Smith said.




    “Good. And what’s the ‘two plums’ about?”




    “I don’t know,” Smith said.




    “Gee,” Re­mo said. “Be sure to call us right away, Smit­ty, if you get any more ex­cit­ing

    news like this. Wow, I can’t wait to tell Chi­un that the two plums are bereft. He’ll be re­al

    ex­cit­ed.”




    “I don’t re­al­ly need your sar­casm,” Smith said.




    “And I don’t re­al­ly need you,” Re­mo said as he hung up.




    It was a won­der­ful night for a fu­ner­al. Over­head the sky was clear, dust­ed with a

    mil­lion twin­kling stars. There was a steady cool­ing breeze off the ocean, stir­ring the

    flow­er­ing vines along the gar­den wall and fill­ing the night air with their lush sweet

    fra­grance. The weath­er­man had guar­an­teed no rain and as if he were com­fort­ed by this

    me­te­oro­log­ical per­fec­tion, the corpse ap­peared to be smil­ing.




    The vast emer­ald-​green ex­panse of Regi­nald Woburn’s back lawn was crowd­ed with the

    gath­ered de­scen­dants of the Wo clan. Clothed in flow­ing silk robes, leisure suits,

    loin­cloths, they filed past the grave of Ree Wok, their fall­en kins­man. He had made the

    ul­ti­mate sac­ri­fice, paid the price that can on­ly be paid once. He had died in bat­tle, the

    on­ly true way for a Wo war­rior to die. In ev­ery mind was the thought that there was no

    greater hon­or, no greater no­bil­ity than that which was now Ree Wok’s.




    The cool night air was filled with wail­ing, keen­ing, whis­pered prayers and war­bling

    chants for the safe swift pas­sage of Ree Wok’s de­part­ed soul, a sym­pho­ny of grief played

    on dozens of dif­fer­ent lin­guis­tic in­stru­ments.




    Ree Wok’s beau­ti­ful­ly ap­point­ed sat­in­wood cof­fin was cov­ered by a thick car­pet of

    flow­ers, some of species so rare that they had nev­er be­fore been seen in the west­ern

    hemi­sphere.




    Oth­er de­scen­dants of Prince Wo left a va­ri­ety of ob­jects at the grave­side, each a

    mark of how a great death was hon­ored in their own na­tive cul­ture.




    When the last of the mourn­ers had paid their re­spects and the grave had been filled in,

    the tall French doors of the man­sion part­ed and Regi­nald Woburn III emerged atop a sleek

    black stal­lion, its head capped by a coro­net of three flut­ter­ing plumes, its glis­ten­ing

    flanks fes­tooned with jew­el-​en­crust­ed rib­bons.




    Reg­gie said noth­ing. He looked not right or left. All the kins­men of Prince Wo could see

    the grave, solemn set of his hand­some fea­tures and they knew that for this one mo­ment they

    did not ex­ist for Regi­nald Woburn III. Each was sure that his griev­ing was so pure, so

    in­tense that his mind held no room for any oth­er thing. In his over­whelm­ing de­spair, they

    knew his soul was as one with that of his de­part­ed broth­er, Ree Wok.




    It was a beau­ti­ful mo­ment, a time, an event that would live in sto­ry and song, a

    trea­sured mem­ory passed down from one Wo gen­er­ation to the next.




    Regi­nald Woburn III gigged the jew­eled stal­lion for­ward. His face solemn, he rode

    slow­ly, re­gal­ly to the grave­side.




    Over­whelmed by the mag­nif­icent sight, the de­scen­dants drew a col­lec­tive breath. They

    might speak dozens of dif­fer­ent tongues, live dozens of dif­fer­ent creeds and cul­tures, but

    each at last saw Regi­nald Woburn III as a true prince, the true lead­er of his flock,

    heart­bro­ken by the death of one of his own.




    Reg­gie reached the grave site and care­ful­ly backed the no­ble stal­lion up so that the

    an­imal was stand­ing di­rect­ly over the rect­an­gle of fresh­ly turned earth. On­ly then did

    he ac­knowl­edge the pres­ence of oth­ers. Sit­ting ram­rod straight in the sad­dle, he turned

    his head slow­ly, his clear blue eyes sweep­ing the crowd.




    Then he reached out and slapped the horse’s neck.




    “Okay, Windy,” he yelled. “Do it for Dad­dy.” There was a loud whoosh­ing sound like a

    bal­loon burst­ing as the black stal­lion broke wind. And then took a long, gi­ant dump atop

    the grave. The ran­corous smell of the ma­nure over­pow­ered the sweet scent of the thou­sands

    of flow­ers and blocked out the del­icate smoke of the burn­ing in­cense. The odor of the horse

    ex­cre­ment hung heavy on the cool night air, as thick as the smell of death it­self.




    “Good boy,” Reg­gie said, clap­ping the horse’s throat. He glared around and said, “That’s

    how we re­ward fail­ure. What the hell good is try­ing if you don’t suc­ceed? I’m fed up with

    this fam­ily and all its fail­ures and I’m glad this son of a bitch is dead and the next one

    who fails I may just hang from a tree to rot. Now. Who’s go­ing to be next?”




    No­body moved. No one spoke. The si­lence was so thick it could have been spread on a

    crack­er.




    “Well?” Reg­gie de­mand­ed. “Who’s next?” Af­ter a long minute, there was a stir­ring in the

    shad­ows. A beau­ti­ful wom­an emerged, the re­flect­ed moon­light sil­ver­ing her lus­trous

    black hair.




    “I will be next,” Kim Ki­ley said qui­et­ly.




    Reg­gie smiled. “Why have you fi­nal­ly deigned to join us?”




    “I was re­search­ing the sub­ject,” Kim re­spond­ed calm­ly. “I am ready now.”




    “How will you kill him?” Reg­gie de­mand­ed.




    “Is the white man the im­por­tant tar­get?” Kim asked cool­ly.




    For a mo­ment Reg­gie was flus­tered, then said. “No. Of course not. The Ko­re­an is the

    re­al goal.”




    “Cor­rect,” she said. “You asked how I will kill the white man,” and she shook her head.

    “Not I alone. That way will lead to on­ly more fail­ure. We will kill him. All of us.”




    “In what man­ner?” Reg­gie said.




    “In the man­ner de­scribed by the stone,” Kim said with a smile. “And that will bring the

    old Ko­re­an in­to our grasp too.” She paused and stared di­rect­ly at Reg­gie, who fid­get­ed

    in his sad­dle. “It was there all the time,” Kim said. “You just had to see it. You see,

    Re­mo’s on­ly weak­ness is the old man, Chi­un, the Ko­re­an. And Chi­un’s loy­al­ty is to

    Re­mo. They are two of a kind. They are the plums of the stone.”




    “But how do we kill them?” Reg­gie asked.




    “The old man is the first plum,” Kim said.




    “And the way to kill the first plum . . .” She hes­itat­ed and smiled. ” . . . is with the

    sec­ond plum.”




    “And how do we kill the sec­ond plum?” Reg­gie asked.




    “With the first plum,” Kim said soft­ly.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    “There’s some­thing out­side the door, Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    “Of course there is. All through the night, I heard herds of peo­ple throw­ing things

    against our front door. I didn’t sleep for a sec­ond,” Chi­un grum­bled.




    “It’s on­ly an en­ve­lope,” Re­mo said. He turned the buff-​col­ored square of pa­per over

    and saw his and Chi­un’s name writ­ten on the front in a bold flow­ing hand with lots of

    curlicues and swirls.




    The note in­side car­ried a lin­ger­ing trace of fa­mil­iar per­fume.




    Dear Re­mo.




    Sor­ry about the dis­ap­pear­ing act yes­ter­day. But the cur­rent fi­nal­ly pulled me and

    the surf­board back to shore and I want­ed to get the board back to the rental place be­fore

    they charged me over­time. Any­way, I know you’re a good swim­mer so I knew you were safe. But

    I still feel bad about leav­ing you with­out a word, so to make up for it, I’d like to in­vite

    you to a par­ty. It’s a kind of fam­ily re­union that my peo­ple are hav­ing. It starts at two

    this af­ter­noon at the Woburn es­tate on the north­ern tip of the is­land. Please bring Chi­un

    along too. I’ve told ev­ery­one so much about you two and the fam­ily is very anx­ious to meet

    you both. There’ll be a spe­cial sur­prise.




    Love, Kim




    Chi­un padded out of the bed­room and saw Re­mo in the door­way read­ing the note.




    “Are you fin­ished read­ing my mail?” Chi­un asked.




    “What makes you think it’s for you?”




    “Who would write any­thing to you?” Chi­un said. He snatched the note from Re­mo’s hands and

    read it slow­ly.




    “It’s from Kim,” Re­mo said. “An in­vi­ta­tion to a par­ty.”




    “I can see that for my­self. I re­mem­ber you took me to a par­ty once and peo­ple kept

    try­ing to get me to eat vile things that were piled up on crack­ers and buy plas­tic bowls

    with lids on them. Do you think this will be that kind of a par­ty?”




    “I don’t think so,” Re­mo said.




    “Wait. Hold. A spe­cial sur­prise, she says,” said Chi­un.




    “Right.”




    “What is that?” Chi­un asked.




    “I don’t know. If I knew, it wouldn’t be a sur­prise,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s Bar­bra Streisand,” Chi­un said. “I know it. This Kim per­son has been feel­ing guilty

    be­cause she has been keep­ing you away from your train­ing and now she is go­ing to present me

    with Bar­bra Streisand to make amends.”




    “I don’t think any par­ty you’re like­ly to go to is go­ing to make you a gift of Bar­bra

    Streisand,” Re­mo said.




    “We are go­ing,” Chi­un said with fi­nal­ity. “I will wear my new robes. Do you want one of

    my old robes to wear?”




    “No, thank you.”




    “What are you go­ing to wear?”




    “A black T-​shirt and black pants,” Re­mo said. “Ca­su­al, yet re­strained. A per­fect

    com­ple­ment for ev­ery oc­ca­sion.”




    “You have no imag­ina­tion,” Chi­un said.




    “Yes I do,” Re­mo said. “To­day I’m think­ing about wear­ing socks.”




    “I’m sure all will be im­pressed,” Chi­un said.




    “Noth­ing’s too good for Bar­bra Streisand,” Re­mo said.




    They left to walk to the par­ty but were on­ly a few yards along the beach when the

    tele­phone back in their con­do rang.




    “I’ll get it,” Re­mo said, turn­ing back to­ward the front door.




    “Get what?”




    “The phone,” Re­mo called back.




    “Just don’t bring it back with you,” Chi­un said. “I hate those things.”




    Smith was on the oth­er end of the line. “I have it,” he told Re­mo. “The whole

    in­scrip­tion.”




    “What is it?” Re­mo said.




    “The first part seems to be a list­ing of weapons. It talks about us­ing spears and fire and

    the sea and fi­nal­ly it says to use time. It talks about a spe­cial killer. Does that mean

    any­thing to you?”




    “No, but maybe to Chi­un. Any­thing else?”




    “But the rest of it, that miss­ing sec­tion?”




    “Yes?” Re­mo said.




    “The miss­ing word is ‘cleaved.’ “




    “Cleaved?” said Re­mo.




    “Right. Split. Bro­ken. The in­scrip­tion reads: ‘The two plums, cleaved, are bereft.’” He

    sound­ed proud.




    “What does it mean though?” Re­mo asked. “It sounds like some whiny house­wife’s note to a

    gro­cery store. ‘The two plums, cleaved, are bereft.’ Who cares about bro­ken plums?”




    “I don’t know,” Smith said. “I thought you would.”




    “Thanks, Smit­ty. I’ll tell Chi­un.”




    When he told Chi­un of Smith’s re­port, the old Ko­re­an seemed more in­ter­est­ed in the

    list­ing of weapons.




    “You say the last one on the list was time?” Chi­un asked.




    “That’s what Smith said. What kind of a weapon is time?” Re­mo asked.




    “The most dan­ger­ous of all,” Chi­un said.




    “How’s that?”




    “If one waits long enough, his en­emy will think he has for­got­ten and re­lax his

    guard.”




    “So you think this was re­al­ly from the sev­enth stone of Prince Wo?” asked Re­mo.




    Chi­un nod­ded silent­ly.




    “And what is that about ‘The two plums, cleaved, are bereft’?” Re­mo asked.




    “I think we will find out soon,” Chi­un said. The rolling lawns of the Wor­burn es­tate

    looked like the site for the an­nu­al Christ­mas pic­nic of the Unit­ed Na­tions. Peo­ple in

    ev­ery form of na­tive garb Re­mo had ev­er seen milled about. They moved aside silent­ly to

    let Re­mo and Chi­un pass, then closed up be­hind them. The sounds of un­trans­lat­ed whis­pers

    fol­lowed them across the green field.




    Re­mo count­ed ten long ta­bles draped in white damask and laden with all kinds of food and

    drink. The min­gled aro­mas of cur­ry, fish and meat com­pet­ed with steam­ing cab­bage and

    spicy In­done­sian lamb. There were steam ta­bles of veg­eta­bles and bowls of fresh fruit,

    many that Re­mo had nev­er seen be­fore.




    “This place smells like a Bom­bay al­ley,” Chi­un said, his nose wrin­kling in dis­gust.




    Re­mo point­ed ahead of them. There was a small linen-​cov­ered ta­ble. Atop it was a

    sil­ver pitch­er of fresh wa­ter and a sil­ver chaf­ing dish heaped to the top with clumpy,

    mush­like rice.




    “For us,” Re­mo said. He thought it was nice of Kim Ki­ley to re­mem­ber and he won­dered

    where she was.




    He looked but could not see her in the crowd. She had said this was a fam­ily re­union and

    he had ex­pect­ed a cou­ple of dozen peo­ple in leisure suits, shorts and fun­ny straw hats,

    clus­tered around a bar­be­cue grill. He hadn’t ex­pect­ed this.




    “I don’t see Bar­bra Streisand,” Chi­un said.




    “Maybe she’s go­ing to ride in on an ele­phant,” Re­mo said.




    A man in tweeds stepped up and of­fered his hand to Re­mo. “So very glad you could come,” he

    said. “I’m Ruther­ford Wob­ley.” He nod­ded po­lite­ly to Chi­un as Re­mo shook his hand.




    “And this is Rud­dy Woczneczk,” he said. Re­mo went through the pro­cess again with a

    moon­faced Slav.




    “Lee Wotan,” the Ori­en­tal next to him said and bowed. “And these are. . .” He be­gan to

    rat­tle off the names of peo­ple stand­ing near. Wofton, Woworth, Wosen­to and Wopo. All the

    names sound­ed alike to Re­mo and he nod­ded and smiled and as soon as he could slipped away

    in­to the crowd.




    The names, he thought. Why did ev­ery one of them start with W-O? And it wasn’t just the

    peo­ple he’d met this af­ter­noon. There were William and Ethel Won­der, the film peo­ple, and

    Jim Worth­man, their pho­tog­ra­pher. And what about the fa­nat­ical In­done­sian who tried to

    kill the Pres­ident? His name had been Du Wok. It seemed to Re­mo that ev­ery­where he had gone

    in the last few weeks, he had run in­to peo­ple whose names be­gan with W-O.




    With one bright, shin­ing ex­cep­tion.




    Re­mo saun­tered up the bright lawn to­ward the house. He had left Chi­un be­hind, in

    an­imat­ed con­ver­sa­tion with a young aris­to­crat­ic man dressed in an im­pec­ca­ble white

    linen suit. It seemed that he and Chi­un had met on the is­land be­fore be­cause they were

    talk­ing like old friends.




    Near­er the house was a se­ries of re­flect­ing pools strewn with wa­ter lilies and a large

    lat­tice­work gaze­bo.




    Next to the house he saw four tow­er­ing columns, like flag­poles, each of them topped with

    a clus­ter of rect­an­gles cov­ered com­plete­ly with dark cloths.




    He slipped in­to the house and found a tele­phone in the li­brary. Smith an­swered on the

    first ring.




    “Look up a name for me,” Re­mo said. “Kim Ki­ley.”




    “The movie ac­tress?” Smith asked.




    “That’s the one.”




    “Hold on.” Smith put the tele­phone down and Re­mo heard the click of but­tons be­ing pushed

    and then a mut­ed whirring sound. “Here it is,” Smith said as he came back on the line.

    “Ki­ley, Kim­ber­ley. Born Karen Wolin­ski, 1953. . . .”




    “Spell that last name,” Re­mo said.




    “W-​o-​l-​i-​n-​s-​k-​i,” Smith said.




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. He hung up the tele­phone and stood there still for a mo­ment, not

    quite ready to be­lieve it. But it had to be true; there was just too much to be writ­ten off

    as co­in­ci­dence.




    The sounds of the par­ty drift­ed in through the open win­dow. Laugh­ter, mu­sic, the

    clink­ing of glass­es. But Re­mo was not in the par­ty mood any­more and he walked out a side

    door of the man­sion and am­bled along the beach.




    It was all con­nect­ed some­how. Kim and all the oth­ers whose names be­gan with W-O. All

    the loose threads tied in with the at­tempts on his life, an an­cient stone that spoke the

    truth, an un­bend­ing prince and his de­scen­dants and Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, past and present.

    They were all bound to­geth­er by a cord that stretched from this mo­ment back across the

    cen­turies. What was it Chi­un had said? Re­mo re­mem­bered:




    “As long as the blood­line flows un­bro­ken, the mem­ory nev­er dies.”




    Re­mo found that his foot­steps had car­ried him to the se­clud­ed cove where he and Kim had

    first made love. That still both­ered him. If Kim was a part of some kind of re­venge scheme,

    why had she stayed in the cave with him? They had been mak­ing love when the gi­ant wave came

    crash­ing in. If she had lured Re­mo there to kill him, sure­ly she must have re­al­ized that

    she was go­ing to her own death as well. Some­how he didn’t be­lieve that.




    Kim might be a loy­al de­scen­dant of Prince Wo but she didn’t seem like the kind of wom­an

    who would kill her­self just to even up a two-​thou­sand-​year-​old score.




    Re­mo padded in­to the cave and smiled when he saw the spot where they had lain to­geth­er

    on the warm sand. The mem­ory was still vivid, as re­al as the salt in the sea air.




    He wan­dered back far­ther in­to the cav­ern. He re­mem­bered now that when the thun­der­ing

    wail of wa­ter had filled the mouth of the cave, Kim hadn’t run in­stinc­tive­ly to­ward the

    en­trance. She had turned in­stead and bolt­ed to­ward the back of the open­ing, far­ther from

    safe­ty, far­ther away from the air and the land above.




    Re­mo walked back to the spot where he had scooped her up as she kicked and struck and bit

    at him. He glanced up and saw a glim­mer of light from above. There it was. An open­ing in the

    roof of the cave, just big enough for one per­son to pass through. If a per­son were stand­ing

    on this ex­act spot, the on­rush of wa­ter would lift him up right to that open­ing.




    No won­der Kim had fought so hard when Re­mo grabbed her. He had chalked it up to pan­ic

    but, in truth, she had been try­ing to break free to save her­self, nev­er con­sid­er­ing the

    pos­si­bil­ity that Re­mo would be able to swim against the on­rush­ing wa­ter and car­ry them

    both to safe­ty.




    Just to make sure, Re­mo clam­bered up the rocks and boost­ed him­self through the open­ing.

    It was a tight squeeze for him, but it would have been easy for Kim Ki­ley.




    He found him­self on a rocky promon­to­ry above the cave. Even when the tide was high­est,

    some­one stand­ing here would have been safe.




    There was noth­ing to do now but to ac­cept the facts. It had been Kim all along, not

    car­ing for him at all, but lead­ing him around like a sac­ri­fi­cial lamb. First the cave and

    when that had not worked, out in­to the ocean where the frog­man had been wait­ing to fin­ish

    him off. And she had prob­ably been tied in with the gun­men too, those at the In­di­an

    reser­va­tion.




    What Re­mo had thought was an af­fec­tion­ate car­ing wom­an had turned out to be noth­ing

    more than an at­trac­tive piece of bait.




    Re­mo made his way back along the beach, through the man­sion and out on­to the spa­cious

    lawn. The par­ty was in full swing. He saw that Chi­un was still talk­ing to that

    aris­to­crat­ic man in white, as well as a half-​dozen oth­ers gath­ered around in a tight

    cir­cle.




    Re­mo felt a hand on his shoul­der. He turned to see Kim there, look­ing heart­break­ing­ly

    beau­ti­ful in a low-​cut blue silk dress.




    “Dar­ling,” she whis­pered and threw her arms around his neck.




    She held Re­mo tight, press­ing against him. His nos­trils filled with the scent of the

    per­fume she wore. It was just as he re­mem­bered it from the very first day, rich and

    ex­ot­ic. Bit­ter­ly he told him­self: as prim­itive and pow­er­ful as a carved stone on a

    trop­ical beach.




    She fi­nal­ly re­leased him but the heavy per­fume seemed to cling to his clothes like a

    con­stant painful re­minder of his own vul­ner­abil­ity.




    “Are you hav­ing a good time?” she asked with a Hol­ly­wood daz­zler of a smile.




    Re­mo said noth­ing. He looked at her once more, then turned and start­ed through the crowd

    to get Chi­un.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    He did not see Chi­un and the crowd was al­ready surg­ing up the hill to­ward the man­sion.

    A young tweedy man stepped up next to Re­mo and nudged him with an el­bow.




    “The en­ter­tain­ment’s about to start.”




    “I bet,” Re­mo said.




    He caught a glimpse of shim­mer­ing green and gold that must have come from Chi­un’s robes

    and pushed his way through the crowd un­til he found the aged Ko­re­an.




    “They don’t have Bar­bra Streisand,” Chi­un said. “But they’re go­ing to have a cir­cus.” He

    sound­ed hap­py.




    Re­mo leaned over to whis­per so that no one else could hear. “Chi­un, these are Prince Wo’s

    de­scen­dants. They’re our en­emies.”




    Chi­un hissed back. “I know that.”




    “Then what are we stay­ing here for? Let’s book.”




    “That means leave?” Chi­un asked.




    “That means leave,” Re­mo said.




    “So we leave and what then?” Chi­un asked. “An­oth­er day, an­oth­er year and these peo­ple

    who would not pay their prop­er bill to Mas­ter Pak come to us again? It is bet­ter that we

    re­solve all this now.”




    “If you say so,” Re­mo said.




    “I say so,” Chi­un said. “You go stand on the oth­er side and keep your eyes open.”




    “Is there a lead­er? Why not just splat­ter him now?” Re­mo said.




    “Be­cause we do not know what will hap­pen then. To act with­out in­for­ma­tion is to court

    dis­as­ter. The oth­er side.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said, and moved around on­to the oth­er side of the rect­an­gu­lar

    clear­ing which was marked at each cor­ner by the large columns he had no­ticed ear­li­er. The

    black cloths that cov­ered the tops of the columns were still in place.




    The young man whom Chi­un had been talk­ing to ear­li­er was now stand­ing in the cen­ter of

    the clear­ing.




    He raised a hand for si­lence, got it, and an­nounced in a clear voice: “I am Regi­nald

    Woburn the Third. I wel­come you to the Wo fam­ily re­union. Let the fun be­gin.”




    As he stepped out of the clear­ing a brass gong some­where was struck, sound­ing a

    deep-​throat­ed re­ver­ber­ation. A trio of high-​pitched wood flutes lay down a sweet chord of

    melody. Cym­bals crashed and the gong boomed again as a troupe of bright­ly clad Ori­en­tal

    ac­ro­bats came tum­bling through the crowd and in­to the ring.




    “The Amaz­ing Wofans,” the young man next to Re­mo said.




    “If you’re go­ing to be my tour di­rec­tor, what’s your name?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ruther­ford Wob­ley,” the man said.




    “I thought so,” Re­mo said.




    He looked away in dis­gust and saw the Wofans spin­ning around the ring, do­ing hand­springs

    and cartwheels, back flips and rolls. Their bod­ies flew through the air like bright blurs of

    col­or as they passed over and un­der each oth­er like whirling tops in con­stant mo­tion.

    While the area they had to work in was not large, they man­aged to sail through a se­ries of

    in­ter­weav­ing pat­terns as com­plex as a spi­der’s web made from pure en­er­gy and

    mo­tion.




    The pa­ja­ma-​clad per­form­ers grouped in the cen­ter of the ring and flipped them­selves

    up­ward to form a hu­man pyra­mid. They were good, Re­mo thought dis­gust­ed­ly, but he’d seen

    it all be­fore. He won­dered when they were go­ing to start spin­ning plates on long bam­boo

    poles.




    The ath­letes dis­man­tled the pyra­mid, rolling to the ground, to the ap­plause of the

    spec­ta­tors. Re­mo glanced across the clear­ing, look­ing for Chi­un, but he could not see

    him.




    The high-​pitched pip­ing of the flutes filled the air with a sound like a mourn­ful wail.

    The cym­bals crashed and then the gong again with its deep lin­ger­ing echo.




    The ac­ro­bats re­spond­ed to the mu­sic. They flew across the ring, two, three, four at

    once, speed­ing smudges of col­or that seemed to de­fy the laws of grav­ity, tum­bling over

    each oth­er, seem­ing to pause in the air at the top of their leaps, work­ing their way across

    the clear­ing. And then a blue-​clad ac­ro­bat over­shot the rest of the per­form­ers and came

    hurtling at Re­mo like a dive bomber.




    It had start­ed. Re­mo stepped to the side a half­pace and raised a hand. It looked as if he

    hadn’t re­al­ly done any­thing, maybe just waved to some­one in the crowd on the oth­er side of

    the are­na. But the ac­ro­bat’s feet­first dive missed Re­mo com­plete­ly, ex­cept where the

    Ori­en­tal’s shoul­der brushed the tip of Re­mo’s out­stretched hand. The con­tact was

    punc­tu­at­ed by the snap­ping sound of break­ing bone, a whoosh of ex­haled air and then a

    pro­longed scream as the ac­ro­bat hit the ground. This time he did not bounce up.




    Two more came lung­ing to­ward Re­mo. Red and green this time. Re­mo turned slight­ly,

    catch­ing one with his shoul­der blade and the sec­ond with his knee. He hoped that Chi­un was

    watch­ing be­cause he felt that his tech­nique was re­al­ly good on the two moves. The

    ac­ro­bats’ bel­lows of pained sur­prise drowned out the fran­tic war­bling of the flutes. The

    red-​and-​green-​clad men popped sky­ward like bub­bles in a breeze. Like bub­bles, they were

    bro­ken when they hit the ground. From the cor­ner of his eye as he turned, Re­mo saw Regi­nald

    Woburn yank the cord that dan­gled from one of the rect­an­gleclus­tered poles. There was a

    blind­ing flash of light as a mir­ror on the pole picked up and re­flect­ed the bril­liant

    in­ten­si­ty of the sun’s glare di­rect­ly in­to Re­mo’s eyes. Re­mo blinked in sur­prise. As

    he opened his eyes again, he had to ig­nore the mir­ror be­cause the re­main­ing Ori­en­tal

    ac­ro­bats were com­ing to­ward him, with knives they had drawn from in­side their cloth­ing.

    Re­mo ducked out of their way and as he did there was an­oth­er flash of blind­ing light. Then

    an­oth­er. And an­oth­er.




    The harsh white light seared his eyes. Re­mo ducked away from the ac­ro­bats, in­to the

    crowd of peo­ple stand­ing around the per­for­mance are­na, his eyes screwed shut tight­ly. He

    opened them again, but he still could not see. The bright­ness had shocked his vi­sion for a

    mo­ment, and be­hind him, he could hear the yelling of the Ori­en­tal ac­ro­bats as they tried

    to get to him.




    Re­mo fled, then stopped as a thin high voice rose above the sounds of a hun­dred

    dif­fer­ent nois­es. It was Chi­un’s voice ris­ing above the crowd. It sound­ed metal­lic and

    strained.




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un wailed. “Help me. At­tack now. Free me. Help.”




    His blind eyes burn­ing, Re­mo lunged to­ward the voice. Eight steps he knew would bring him

    to it. But when he was there, all he felt was still­ness. There were peo­ple there, poised and

    wait­ing. Re­mo could feel them, hear their breath­ing, sense the coiled ten­sion in their

    bod­ies, feel the small move­ments they made even when they thought they were stand­ing

    per­fect­ly still.




    But there was noth­ing in the spot where Chi­un’s voice had come from.




    Be­hind him, Re­mo heard the voic­es of the ac­ro­bats mov­ing to­ward him. And he caught

    the scent of per­fume, a painful­ly fa­mil­iar fra­grance that stirred up far too many

    mem­ories. It was Kim Ki­ley’s per­fume, rich and ex­ot­ic, as in­di­vid­ual as a fin­ger­print

    when it in­ter­min­gled with the scent of her own body.




    She was there and then there was an­oth­er scent.




    It was the smell of the tiny par­ti­cles of residue that linger in a gun bar­rel af­ter it

    has been fired. No mat­ter how many times the gun was cleaned, the smell al­ways re­mained for

    those with the abil­ity to sense it.




    Re­mo felt the air change again, heard the whis­per of mo­tion as a slen­der fin­ger pulled

    back­ward slow­ly on a trig­ger. He want­ed to yell “No” but there was no time, and in­stead

    his un­spo­ken word turned in­to a thun­der­ous roar of de­spair that shat­tered the still­ness

    as Re­mo, sight­less but unerring, reached out for the sound and brought his hand down on the

    white fra­grant neck. He heard the dry-​stick sound of snap­ping bone. Be­hind him, the

    ac­ro­bats were leap­ing to­ward him. He could feel the pres­sure of their bod­ies mov­ing

    through the air.




    But they nev­er reached him. There was the sound of thump-​thump-​thump like three heavy

    stones dropped in­to a mud pud­dle. He knew their three bod­ies had ceased mov­ing.




    Sud­den­ly, the air was clam­orous with the sound of screams, shriek­ing and pound­ing feet

    as the crowd pan­icked and ran in all di­rec­tions.




    The sear­ing pain of blind­ness still burned Re­mo’s eyes. He groped for a mo­ment in a

    world of white night, un­til he sensed the tall met­al struc­ture near­by. He had to turn off

    the lights; he had to see again; he had to find Chi­un.




    On the ground near the pole, Re­mo found a stone-​cut glass tum­bler dropped by one of the

    flee­ing guests. He sensed its weight and then tossed it up­ward in a spi­ral­ing are.




    He heard the shat­ter­ing sound as the glass con­nect­ed with its tar­get. The mir­ror atop

    the pole smashed in­to a mil­lion crys­talline frag­ments that rained down from the sky in a

    mag­nif­icent light show.




    The oth­er three lights still blind­ed him, but then he heard the glass of the lights

    breakpop, pop, pop-​and a sud­den dark­ness de­scend­ed over the lawn. He blinked once and his

    vi­sion be­gan to re­turn.




    The first thing he saw was Chi­un, turn­ing away from hav­ing blast­ed out the three oth­er

    lights with stones.




    “You’re all right?” Re­mo asked.




    “All in all, I would have pre­ferred Bar­bra Streisand,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo turned around and saw Kim. She lay next to Regi­nald Woburn III, the two of them

    stretched out amid a sea of glit­ter­ing crys­tals from the bro­ken light re­flec­tors. To

    their left were the three last Ori­en­tal ac­ro­bats, their bod­ies twist­ed un­grace­ful­ly in

    death.




    Kim Ki­ley’s per­fect face stared sky­ward, her eyes masked by a pair of dark glass­es. A

    pis­tol rest­ed on the curled fin­gers of her right hand. Re­mo turned away.




    “How did you know to kill her?” asked Chi­un.




    “I knew,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. “How did you know to kill him?”




    “He was the lead­er; if we are ev­er to have any peace, he must go.”




    “You wait­ed long enough,” Re­mo said. “I was stum­bling around there, not able to see, and

    you weren’t any­where.”




    “I found you though,” Chi­un said. “I just fol­lowed the sound of an ox stomp­ing around

    and, nat­ural­ly, it was you.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand what they were do­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “They tried to make each of us think that the oth­er was hurt,” Chi­un said. “We were their

    ‘two plums.’ “




    “The two plums, cleaved, were bereft,” Re­mo said.




    “Cor­rect. They thought if each of us thought the oth­er was in dan­ger, we would low­er our

    de­fens­es and be­come vul­ner­able,” Chi­un said.




    “And you weren’t hurt? You weren’t in any dan­ger?”




    “Of course not,” Chi­un said dis­dain­ful­ly. He leaned over and picked up the frag­ments of

    a small black box. “It was some me­chan­ical de­vice, one of those tape-​recorder things that

    does not record a tele­vi­sion pic­ture but on­ly noise. I stepped on it when the

    un­rec­og­niz­able screech­ing from it be­came un­bear­able.”




    “So we weren’t cleaved and we aren’t bereft,” Re­mo said.




    “As if any group of bar­bar­ians could cleave the House of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    Both men paused to look around. The lawns were emp­ty as far as the eye could see. The

    fam­ily of Wo had scat­tered.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    “All’s well that ends well,” Re­mo said when they were back in the con­do­mini­um.




    “Noth­ing has end­ed,” Chi­un said.




    “What do you mean? Woburn’s dead; the fam­ily took off for the hills, what’s left?”




    “The House of Wo owes the House of Sinan­ju a pub­lic apol­ogy.”




    “Chi­un, drop it,” said Re­mo. “It’s two thou­sand years old.”




    “A debt is a debt.”




    Chi­un was stand­ing by the win­dow, look­ing out over the ocean. “There is al­ready a new

    prince of the House of Wo. Let us hope he has the wis­dom his pre­de­ces­sors had not.”




    Chi­un stayed by the win­dow un­til well af­ter dark. Then Re­mo heard him move to­ward the

    front door. He heard the door open and a few whis­pered words and when he came back in­to the

    liv­ing room, Chi­un was hold­ing an en­ve­lope.




    The old Ko­re­an opened it and read the mes­sage.




    “It is an in­vi­ta­tion,” he said.




    “You go. My dance card’s filled,” Re­mo said.




    “It is an in­vi­ta­tion for the House of Sinan­ju to meet with the House of Wo. We will both

    go.”




    “I’m part of the House of Sinan­ju?” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un looked up with an in­no­cent ex­pres­sion. “Of course you are,” he said.




    “Thank you,” said Re­mo.




    “‘Ev­ery house must have a cel­lar,” Chi­un said. “Heh, heh. You’re the cel­lar of the House

    of Sinan­ju. Heh, heh. The cel­lar. Heh, heh.”




    They left at day­break. Chi­un wore a white-​and-​black cer­emo­ni­al robe that Re­mo had

    nev­er seen be­fore. Em­bla­zoned across the shoul­ders, in del­icate silken em­broi­dery, was

    a Ko­re­an char­ac­ter that Re­mo rec­og­nized as the sym­bol of the House of Sinan­ju. It

    trans­lat­ed as “cen­ter” and it meant that the House of Sinan­ju was the cen­ter of the

    world.




    As the two men neared the por­ti­coed front en­trance to the sprawl­ing man­sion, the arched

    front doors swung open and four men emerged bear­ing two stretch­ers, which held the bod­ies of

    Regi­nald Woburn and Kim Ki­ley. Re­mo looked away as they passed and then back again as the

    is­land con­sta­ble fol­lowed be­hind them.




    “Ain’t no morder,” the con­sta­ble mut­tered to him­self. “Dat’s for sure. No ar­row in the

    heart, they be nat­ural caus­es.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un en­tered the man­sion. Eerie si­lence tes­ti­fied that it was emp­ty and

    Re­mo said, “I think maybe they’re up to some­thing. I don’t trust them.”




    “We shall see,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly. “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and you are the next

    Mas­ter. This busi­ness with the Wos has gone on for too many years now. This day will see it

    end.”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “We’ll kill them all. What’s a lit­tle car­nage as long as it set­tles a

    score that no­body’s old enough to re­mem­ber?”




    He fol­lowed Chi­un through the house and then out the front en­trance. There, await­ing

    them on the front lawn, were all the liv­ing de­scen­dants of Prince Wo. Re­mo scanned the rows

    of solemn faces, red, black, yel­low, white and brown. No one was smil­ing.




    “Who said big fam­ilies had more fun?” Re­mo mut­tered.




    Chi­un walked down the steps, his silken robe swirling about him. He halt­ed a few feet from

    the front rank of men and in­clined his head slight­ly, the small­est of small bows.




    “I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” he said mag­is­te­ri­al­ly. “This is Re­mo, heir to the

    House of Sinan­ju. We are here.”




    A plump Ori­en­tal man dressed in a sim­ple crim­son robe stepped out of the front rank and

    bowed to Chi­un. “I am Lee Wofan,” he said solemn­ly. “The new prince in the long and

    il­lus­tri­ous line of the great Prince Wo. I have asked you here to dis­cuss a mat­ter of

    trib­ute.”




    “A trib­ute de­nied my pre­de­ces­sor, Mas­ter Pak,” Chi­un said.




    “A trib­ute with­held by Prince Wo as a sign that showed the pow­er of his rule,” Lee Wofan

    said soft­ly.




    “And for his ar­ro­gance and pride,” Chi­un said, “Mas­ter Pak, one lone man, ban­ished a

    prince and his army and his court from the face of the civ­ilized world.”




    “It is so,” Wofan agreed. “Here. To this very is­land Prince Wo came.”




    There was a sweet sad­ness in Chi­un’s voice as he spoke again. “And it was on­ly for

    words,” he said. “A pub­lic ac­knowl­edg­ment that the prince rec­og­nized Mas­ter Pak’s

    per­for­mance of his con­tract.” He paused for a mo­ment. The si­lence was ab­so­lute. “And

    be­cause of that, so many have died,” Chi­un said.




    “It is as you say,” Lee Wofan said. “Our lega­cy has been a curse from Prince Wo the

    Wan­der­er. This curse has fol­lowed my fam­ily in all its branch­es for two thou­sand years.

    Now the curse will be lift­ed. For we, the fam­ily of Wo, now do pub­licly ac­claim the work of

    the great Mas­ter Pak in aid­ing our an­ces­tor Prince Wo. And we fur­ther af­firm that the

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju are as­sas­sins with­out equal. In this age or any oth­er.”




    Chi­un bowed his deep­est bow. “I, Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of the House of Sinan­ju,

    ac­cept your trib­ute for my­self and for all Mas­ters, past, present, and yet to come.”




    “Ac­cept it and more,” said Lee Wofan. He stepped to one side and then all the gath­ered

    de­scen­dants of Wo part­ed to re­veal the stone it­self, the stone whose mes­sage-​to wait

    un­til the House of Sinan­ju had two heads and then to sep­arate and kill them-​had failed and

    brought on­ly more death to the House of Wo.




    “Our feud is end­ed,” Lee Wofan said. “Nev­er again will we heed the words writ­ten on this

    stone. We wish to live in peace.”




    Chi­un turned to smile at Re­mo, then walked through the crowd un­til he faced the

    stone.




    His voice raised above the crowd, he in­toned: “So be our con­flict be­hind us. But nev­er

    for­get Prince Wo or his leg­end or the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju who will from this time for­ward

    be your friends and al­lies in trou­ble. Go back to your lands and re­mem­ber. For it is on­ly

    through our mem­ories that the great­ness of the past lives on.”




    With that, Chi­un thrust out his hand. Once, twice, thrice. The stone shat­tered in­to a

    mil­lion pieces that streaked sky­ward, wheel­ing arid danc­ing, crys­tal bright un­der the

    ris­ing sun.




    “Wel­come home, chil­dren of Wo,” Chi­un said, then turned and walked off through the crowd.

    They dropped to their knees as he passed among them.
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