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    Pro­logue




    Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, aged head of an an­cient house of as­sas­sins that

    had served the world’s rulers since be­fore the time of Christ, said weari­ly, “I am

    con­fused.”




    “I knew if I wait­ed long enough, you would come around to my way of think­ing,” said Re­mo

    Williams, his pupil.




    “Si­lence, white thing. Why is it that ev­ery­thing must be a joke with you?”




    “I wasn’t jok­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “I will speak to you at an­oth­er time when you can man­age to keep a civ­il tongue in your

    ug­ly head,” Chi­un said.




    “Suit your­self,” Re­mo want­ed to say. But he knew that if he said that, his life would be

    made mis­er­able and he would still wind up lis­ten­ing to what it was that had con­fused

    Chi­un. So in­stead he said, “For­give me, Lit­tle Fa­ther. What is it that has you

    con­fused?”




    “Very well,” Chi­un said. “I do not un­der­stand about Aids.”




    “What don’t you un­der­stand?” Re­mo said.




    “If Aids is so ter­ri­ble, why does ev­ery­one want to have Aids?” Chi­un asked.




    “I don’t know of a sin­gle per­son who wants to have Aids,” Re­mo said.




    “Don’t tell me that. You think I am a fool? Peo­ple are al­ways get­ting to­geth­er to have

    Aids. I have seen it many times with my own eyes.”




    “Now, I’m con­fused,” Re­mo said.




    “With my own eyes,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “On tele­vi­sion, of­ten in­ter­fer­ing with reg­ular

    pro­gram­ming. All these fa­mous, fat, ug­ly peo­ple run­ning around, singing and danc­ing for

    Aids.”




    Re­mo thought about this for a long time while Chi­un drummed his long fin­ger­nails on the

    high-​pol­ished wood floor in the liv­ing room of their ho­tel suite.




    Fi­nal­ly, Re­mo said, “You mean things like Live Aid and Farm Aid and Rock Aid?”




    “Ex­act­ly. Aids,” Chi­un said.




    “Chi­un, those have noth­ing to do with Aids, the dis­ease. Those are con­certs to raise

    mon­ey for the poor and hun­gry.”




    It was Chi­un’s turn to pon­der. Then he said, “Who are these poor and hun­gry?”




    “Many peo­ple,” Re­mo said. “In Amer­ica and around the world, poor peo­ple with­out enough

    to eat. Poor peo­ple who don’t even have clothes to wear.”




    “You say Amer­ica. You have such poor in Amer­ica?” Chi­un said sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “Yes. Some,” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t be­lieve it. Nev­er have I seen a na­tion which wast­ed more on less. There are no

    poor in Amer­ica.”




    “Yes, there are,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un shook his head. “I will nev­er be­lieve that,” he said. He turned to­ward the

    win­dow. “I could tell you about poor. In the old­en days . . . ” And be­cause Re­mo knew he

    was now go­ing to get for the thou­sandth time the sto­ry of how the vil­lage of Sinan­ju in

    North Ko­rea was so poor its men were forced to hire them­selves out as as­sas­sins, Re­mo

    sneaked out the ho­tel-​room door.




    When he came back, he paused in the ho­tel hall­way out­side the door to their suite. From

    in­side, he heard a sob­bing sound. Even soft­er than that, he heard singing.




    He opened the un­locked door. Chi­un sat on a tata­mi mat in front of the tele­vi­sion set.

    He looked up at Re­mo, tears glis­ten­ing in his hazel eyes.




    “I fi­nal­ly un­der­stand, Re­mo,” he said.




    “Un­der­stand what, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “What you were talk­ing about. What a ter­ri­ble prob­lem pover­ty and hunger are in the

    Unit­ed States.”




    He point­ed to the tele­vi­sion set where a man was singing. “Look at that poor man,” Chi­un

    said. “He can­not even af­ford trousers which are not torn. He must wear rags around his head.

    He prob­ably can­not af­ford a hair­cut or even soap, and yet he keeps try­ing to sing through

    the pain of it all. Oh, the ter­ri­ble per­va­sive­ness of pover­ty in this evil, un­car­ing

    land. Oh, the majesty of that poor man try­ing to bear up un­der it.”




    Thus Chi­un lament­ed.




    Re­mo said, “Lit­tle Fa­ther, that’s Willie Nel­son.”




    “Hail, Nel­son,” Chi­un said, brush­ing away a tear. “Hail, the brave and in­domitable poor

    man.”




    “Willie Nel­son, for your in­for­ma­tion, is rich enough to buy most of Amer­ica,” Re­mo

    said.




    Chi­un’s head snapped to­ward Re­mo. “What?”




    “He’s a singer. He’s very rich.”




    “Why is he dressed in rags?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “This is Farm Aid. It’s a con­cert to raise mon­ey for farm­ers,” he

    said.




    Chi­un ex­am­ined the singer on tele­vi­sion again. “Per­haps he would be de­light­ed to

    have a con­cert for some­thing that will en­sure this dirty thing” he waved at the tele­vi­sion

    set-“a place of hon­or in the his­to­ry of the world. “




    “I’m wait­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “As­sas­sin Aid,” Chi­un said. “This crea­ture can present a con­cert with the pro­ceeds to

    go to me.”




    “Good plan,” Re­mo said.




    “I am glad you think so,” Chi­un said. “I will leave it to you to make all the

    ar­range­ments.”




    “Gee, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “I would love to.” Chi­un looked at him sus­pi­cious­ly.

    “But un­for­tu­nate­ly I called Smith while I was out and he has an as­sign­ment for me. “




    Chi­un dis­missed it with a wave of his hand. “A mere tri­fle,” he said. “As­sas­sin Aid.

    Now this is a ma­jor thing.”




    “We’ll talk about it when I get back,” Re­mo said. When he left the suite, he heard Chi­un

    yelling to him. “A con­cert. And I will re­cite a po­em, an Ung po­em, writ­ten es­pe­cial­ly

    for the oc­ca­sion. ‘Hail, Nel­lie Wil­son, Sav­ior of the Poor.’ He will love it.”




    “Why me, God?” Re­mo mum­bled.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Maria had a gift. Oth­ers might have called it a tal­ent or a pow­er, but Maria was a

    re­li­gious wom­an, a de­vout Catholic who took Com­mu­nion ev­ery day at St. Devin’s Church

    and she be­lieved that all good things came from God. To Maria, her abil­ity to see in­to the

    fu­ture was just sim­ply a gift from the Almighty.




    The gift had saved her life once be­fore. And as she pulled away from the florist’s shop

    with a bou­quet of spring flow­ers on the seat be­side her, it was about to save her life

    again.




    But not for long.




    Maria drove with a string of black rosary beads clutched be­tween her right hand and the

    steer­ing wheel. She kept look­ing in­to the rearview mir­ror for the sil­ver sedan she

    half-​ex­pect­ed to be fol­low­ing her and when it was not there, she ex­haled a sigh,

    whis­pered a quick “Hail Mary” and count­ed off an­oth­er bead on the rosary that had be­longed

    to her moth­er, and to her moth­er be­fore her, back in Paler­mo, back in the old coun­try.




    I nev­er should have con­front­ed him, she thought. I should have gone straight to the

    po­lice.




    Maria was al­most out of Newark when she had the vi­sion. There was a qui­et in­ter­sec­tion

    ahead and sud­den­ly Maria felt light-​head­ed. Her field of vi­sion turned a flat gray and

    then there were the fa­mil­iar thin black criss­cross­ing lines she had seen so many times

    be­fore and nev­er un­der­stood. She braked to a stop. When her vi­sion cleared an in­stant

    lat­er, she saw the in­ter­sec­tion again-​but not as it was. She saw it as it would be.




    There was the lit­tle Hon­da she was driv­ing. Maria could see it as it ap­proached the

    in­ter­sec­tion, paused, and start­ed through. It nev­er reached the oth­er side. The car was

    oblit­er­at­ed by a mon­ster of a trac­tor trail­er which rolled right through the car be­fore

    skid­ding to a stop. Maria saw a hand stick­ing out of the shat­tered wind­shield of the small

    car and with a sick shock she rec­og­nized the black rosary en­twined in the life­less

    fin­gers. Her life­less fin­gers.




    As the vi­sion fad­ed, Maria pulled over to the side of the road and parked. A

    metal­lic-​gold van passed her, head­ing to­ward the in­ter­sec­tion. She had on­ly sec­onds to

    bury her head in the steer­ing wheel be­fore the chill­ing squeal of brakes forced her head

    up.




    Ahead, the van slewed to a ragged stop, then spun around. There came a dull crump as the

    trail­er, the same one she had seen in her vi­sion, sideswiped the van’s front end and roared

    on.




    “Oh, God.”




    Maria jumped from her car and ran to the dam­aged gold van. A young man in jeans climbed out

    on wob­bly legs. “Are you all right?” Maria asked.




    “Yeah . . . yeah, I think so,” the man said. He looked at the crum­pled front of his van.

    “Wow. I guess I was lucky. “




    “We were both lucky,” Maria said and went back to her own car, leav­ing the young man

    stand­ing in the mid­dle of the road with a puz­zled ex­pres­sion on his face.




    It was the sec­ond time the gift had saved Maria. She had been driv­ing the first time it

    hap­pened too, on her way to Newark Air­port to catch a flight. But there was traf­fic on

    Bel­mont Av­enue and while she fret­ted and wait­ed, the same black criss­cross­ing lines swept

    her vi­sion and sud­den­ly she saw a jet­lin­er lift in­to the sky, then drop like a brick

    across the bay to crash and burn in Bay­onne Park. Maria knew that it was her flight: She

    didn’t know how she knew; she just knew. She al­so knew that the flight had not ac­tu­al­ly

    tak­en off yet and there was still time.




    Maria had leapt from her car, ig­nor­ing the honk­ing horns and the curs­ing of mo­torists,

    and fran­ti­cal­ly called the air­line ter­mi­nal from a pay phone. But no one at the air­port

    want­ed to be­lieve that a jet­lin­er was about to burn on take­off. Was there a bomb on the

    plane? they asked her. No.




    Was she re­port­ing an at­tempt­ed hi­jack­ing? No.




    Then how did she know the plane was go­ing to crash when it took off?




    “I saw it in a vi­sion,” she blurt­ed, know­ing that it was the wrong thing to say.




    Oh, the peo­ple at the air­port said. Thank you very much for call­ing. And the line went

    dead.




    Maria walked back to her car, tears stream­ing from her eyes, know­ing it would have been

    bet­ter to have lied, to have said any­thing else, just so they de­layed the flight. She should

    have told them that she was a hi­jack­er and de­mand­ed a ran­som.




    She eased her car out of traf­fic and turned around to re­turn home. She had gone on­ly a

    few blocks when the plane ap­peared in the sky. It looked like any oth­er jet but Maria knew it

    wasn’t just any oth­er jet. The plane climbed la­bo­ri­ous­ly, hes­itat­ed, the sun flash­ing

    on its tip­ping wings. For a mo­ment, she thought ev­ery­thing would be all right. Then it

    fell. Maria squeezed her eyes tight­ly, twist­ing the steer­ing wheel in her hands, try­ing to

    block out the sound. But she couldn’t. It was a dull far­away ex­plo­sion that might have been

    dis­tant thun­der.




    All 128 pas­sen­gers died that day, but Maria was not one of them.




    For Maria, the gift had be­gun in child­hood with the abil­ity to know who was on the oth­er

    end of a ring­ing tele­phone. As she grew, the gift got stronger, but she did not take it

    se­ri­ous­ly un­til her se­nior year in high school.




    Then, in art class, Mr. Zankovitch had as­signed ev­ery­one to work in clay. Maria found a

    sooth­ing plea­sure in knead­ing the moist gray ma­te­ri­al in her hands and out of her

    imag­ina­tion fash­ioned the bust of a young man with deepset eyes, high cheek­bones, and

    strong hand­some fea­tures. Ev­ery­one was amazed at the re­al­is­tic qual­ity of the face,

    in­clud­ing Maria, who had nev­er worked with clay be­fore.




    Maria took the fired-​clay head home and set it on a book­shelf and did not give it

    an­oth­er thought un­til the day she brought her fi­ance home to meet her fam­ily. Her moth­er

    had re­marked at the close re­sem­blance the young man bore to that fa­mil­iar bust. Be­fore

    the young man be­came her hus­band, Maria de­stroyed the small stat­ue, lest the young man ask

    em­bar­rass­ing ques­tions to which, truth­ful­ly, Maria had no an­swers.




    She mis­judged her hus­band. He would have asked no ques­tions, just as he an­swered none

    about his “busi­ness” that kept him away more than he was home. They were in­ti­mate strangers

    and when Maria could bear it no longer, she shocked and hu­mil­iat­ed her fam­ily by get­ting a

    di­vorce. There had been a ba­by but he went with the fa­ther and Maria nev­er saw her son

    af­ter that. And now he lay buried in a small New Jer­sey ceme­tery, with on­ly Maria to bring

    flow­ers to his grave.




    She was fifty-​six, black-​haired, with the full fig­ure of a thir­ty-​five-​year-​old. Her

    eyes were the col­or of Ver­mont maple syrup and there was pain and wis­dom in them in equal

    mea­sure. She wore a pale laven­der coat as she stepped from her car at the en­trance to

    Wild­wood Ceme­tery, slipped past the wrought-​iron gates and down the grass-​lined path she

    had walked so many times be­fore. She clutched the flow­ers tight­ly in her arm. The air was

    sweet with the scent of fresh pines. And as she walked, she thought about death.




    Much of her life, she re­al­ized, had in­volved death, be­cause of the gift. It had been a

    mixed bless­ing, her abil­ity to see in­to the fu­ture. Some­times it had been use­ful, but

    when she be­gan to fore­see the deaths of friends and rel­atives-​of­ten years be­fore the

    fact-​it could be de­press­ing. Maria had known the ex­act hour of her moth­er’s death three

    years be­fore the can­cer claimed her. Three long years of hold­ing that ter­ri­ble se­cret in

    her heart while she plead­ed with her moth­er to go for that long-​de­ferred phys­ical

    ex­am­ina­tion. By the time Maria had got­ten her moth­er to the doc­tor, it was al­ready too

    late.




    So Maria had learned to keep her vi­sions to her­self, learned that some things were just

    meant to be. But she had seen her own death twice and had avoid­ed it both times. Yet one day,

    Maria knew, death would not be de­nied.




    Maria passed be­hind a man stand­ing with his head bowed be­fore a grave, but she scarce­ly

    no­ticed him. She was think­ing of an­oth­er death-​her son’s. The gift had not been with her

    then and she had not fore­seen it, nev­er imag­ined that her son would be ar­rest­ed and die in

    prison for a crime he nev­er com­mit­ted.




    There was noth­ing she could have done. She had let her hus­band have the boy when they were

    di­vorced, think­ing he would be bet­ter able to give his son the ad­van­tages he need­ed to

    suc­ceed. At that time she told her­self it was for the best. Who could have fore­seen that it

    would turn out like this?




    I should have, Maria said to her­self.




    One fi­nal vis­it to the grave and she would go to the po­lice. Af­ter that, it wouldn’t

    mat­ter. Noth­ing would. Maria’s heels clicked on the black as­phalt as she came to the fork in

    the ceme­tery path. She knew it well. There was the des­ic­cat­ed old oak tree and be­yond it,

    the mar­ble shaft with the name De­Fu­ria cut on its face. The sight of it meant she should

    leave the path.




    She picked her way to the grave of her son.




    As she walked to­ward the fa­mil­iar stone, mea­sured foot­steps sound­ed be­hind her and

    Maria, stirred by an, im­pulse that was at first sur­prise and then in­tu­ition, turned on her

    heel and saw death walk­ing to­ward her.




    Death was a tall man in a gabar­dine top­coat, a man with deep-​set eyes and a hard face,

    made hard­er by a scar that ran along his right jaw­line. She had nev­er seen his face look so

    un­car­ing be­fore.




    “You fol­lowed me,” she said. Now there was no sur­prise in her voice, on­ly

    res­ig­na­tion.




    “Yes, Maria. I knew you would be here. You al­ways are at this time. You nev­er could let go

    of the past.”




    “It’s my past to do with as I will,” she said.




    “Our past,” the man with the scar said. “Our past, Maria. And we’re stuck with it. I can’t

    let you go to the po­lice. “




    “You killed our . . . my son.”




    “You know bet­ter than that.”




    “You could have saved him,” Maria said. “You knew the truth. He was in­no­cent. And you

    stood by. You let him die.”




    “I’m sor­ry I ev­er told you about it. I want­ed you back. I thought you’d

    un­der­stand.”




    “Un­der­stand?” The tears were flow­ing now. “Un­der­stand? I un­der­stand I let you have

    the boy and you let him be slaugh­tered.”




    The tall man held his gloved hands out, palms up. “All I want­ed was a sec­ond chance,

    Maria.” He smiled at her. “We’re not young any­more, Maria. It makes me sad to see you like

    this.” His smile was wist­ful and sad. “I thought we could be to­geth­er again.”




    Maria held the flow­ers to her chest as the man ca­su­al­ly drew a long-​bar­reled pis­tol

    from un­der his coat.




    “If I didn’t know you so well, my Maria, I would trade you your life for a promise of

    si­lence. I know your word would be good. But you would not give me your promise, would

    you?”




    The smooth fleshy pouch un­der Maria’s chin trem­bled, but her voice was clear, firm,

    un­afraid.




    “No,” she said.




    “Of course not,” the tall man said.




    At that mo­ment, the black lines criss­crossed in her sight and Maria saw the vi­sion. She

    saw the gun flash, wit­nessed the bul­lets thud­ding in­to her body, and saw her­self fall. And

    she knew that this time, the pre­mo­ni­tion had come too late. This time there could be no

    es­cape. But in­stead of fear, Maria felt a calm suf­fuse her body. For she saw be­yond her

    death, be­yond this cool fall af­ter­noon with the sun dy­ing be­hind the pines. She saw the

    fate of the man, her ex-​hus­band, her mur­der­er, with a clar­ity of vi­sion she had nev­er

    be­fore ex­pe­ri­enced and she in­toned her last words:




    “A man will come to you. Dead, yet be­yond death, he will car­ry death in his emp­ty hands.

    He will know your name and you will know his. And that will be your death war­rant.”




    The smile left the tall man’s face like an ex­or­cised ghost.




    “Thanks for the pre­dic­tion,” he said. “I know you too well to ig­nore it, but I’ll wor­ry

    about that when I come to it. Mean­while, there’s now. I’m sor­ry it had to be like this.” He

    raised the black pis­tol to his eye. “Good-​bye, Maria.”




    He fired twice. Two cough­ing re­ports, like mushy fire­crack­ers, slipped from the

    si­lenced weapon. Maria skipped back un­der the im­pact and lost one open-​toed shoe. Her body

    twist­ed as she fell and the bo­som of her laven­der coat dark­ened with blood. She was

    al­ready dead when her head struck the grave­stone.




    Death wasn’t what Maria had ex­pect­ed. She did not feel her­self slip from her body.

    In­stead, she felt her mind con­tract with­in her head; con­tract and shrink, tighter and

    tighter, un­til her head felt as small as a pea, then as small as the head of a pin, then

    small­er still un­til her en­tire con­scious­ness was re­duced to a point as in­finites­imal­ly

    tiny as an atom. And when it seemed that it could com­press no tighter, her con­scious­ness

    ex­plod­ed in a burst of white-​gold light, show­er­ing the uni­verse with ra­di­ance.




    Maria found her­self float­ing in a pool of warm gold­en light and it was like be­ing back

    in the womb, which for some rea­son she could sud­den­ly re­call with per­fect clar­ity. She

    could see in all di­rec­tions at once and it was won­der­ful. It was not like see­ing with eyes

    but more like see­ing in the vi­sions she had ex­pe­ri­enced while she lived. Maria could not

    un­der­stand how she could see with­out eyes, with­out a body, but she could. And in ev­ery

    di­rec­tion, the gold­en light stretched for­ev­er and ev­er. Far away, tiny specks shone.

    Some­where, far be­yond the gold­en light, she knew there were stars.




    But Maria did not care about the stars. She just float­ed at peace in the warm am­ni­ot­ic

    light, wait­ing. Wait­ing to be born again. . . .




    At Wild­wood Ceme­tery, the man in the gabar­dine coat knelt and watched the light go out of

    Maria’s syrup-​brown eyes. Strip­ping off a glove, he closed her eyes with gen­tle fin­gers. A

    tear fell from his face to her fore­head as a part­ing bene­dic­tion.




    He stood up. And then he no­ticed the bou­quet of flow­ers-​pe­onies mixed with the white

    pips of ba­by’s breath-​that Maria as her last act in life had dropped at the foot of the grave

    where she fell. It was a sim­ple grave, a small stone of gran­ite in­cised with a plain

    cross.




    And two words. The name of a dead man. RE­MO WILLIAMS.




    The scar-​faced man left the flow­ers where they lay.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he was pa­tient­ly ex­plain­ing to his fel­low pas­sen­ger that he

    ac­tu­al­ly wasn’t dead at all. “Oh, re­al­ly?” the oth­er man said in an ex­ag­ger­at­ed­ly

    bored voice while he stared out the jet­lin­er win­dow and won­dered how long they’d be stacked

    up over Los An­ge­les In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port.




    “Re­al­ly,” Re­mo said earnest­ly. “Ev­ery­body thinks I’m dead. I’ve even got a grave.

    Legal­ly dead, yes. But ac­tu­al­ly dead, no.”




    “Is that so?” the oth­er man said ab­sent­ly.




    “But some­times peo­ple ig­nore me as if I were ac­tu­al­ly dead. Like right now. And it

    both­ers me. It re­al­ly does. It’s a form of dis­crim­ina­tion. I mean, if I weren’t legal­ly

    dead, would peo­ple like you stare off in­to space when I’m tak­ing to them?”




    “I’m sure I don’t know or care.”




    “Death­ism. That’s what it is. Some peo­ple are sex­ist and some peo­ple are racist. But

    you, you’re a death­ist. You fig­ure that just be­cause there’s a head­stone back in New

    Jer­sey with my name on it, you don’t have to talk to me. Well, you’re wrong. Dead peo­ple have

    rights too.”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” said the oth­er man, whose name was Leon Hyskos Ju­nior. He was a ca­su­al

    young man in a Ver­sace linen jack­et and no tie, with mild blue eyes and blown-​dry sandy

    hair. He had been sit­ting in the smok­ing sec­tion in the rear of the 727 by him­self,

    mind­ing his own busi­ness, when this skin­ny guy with thick wrists sud­den­ly plopped in­to

    the emp­ty seat be­side him. The skin­ny guy had said his name was Re­mo Williams but not to

    re­peat it to any­body be­cause he was legal­ly dead. Hyskos had giv­en this Re­mo, who was

    dressed like a bum in a black T-​shirt and chi­nos, a sin­gle ap­prais­ing glance and de­cid­ed

    he was squir­rel food. He had turned away but the man had not stopped talk­ing since then. He

    was still talk­ing.




    “You’re just hu­mor­ing me,” Re­mo said. “Ad­mit it.”




    “Get lost.”




    “See? Just what I said. You know, I don’t tell this sto­ry to just any­body. You ought to be

    flat­tered. It all start­ed back when I was a beat cop in New Jer­sey. . . .”




    “You’re a cop?” Leon Hyskos Ju­nior asked sud­den­ly, his head snap­ping around. He no­ticed

    Re­mo’s eyes for the first time. They were dark, deep-​set, and flat. They looked dead.




    “I was a cop,” Re­mo said. “Un­til they ex­ecut­ed me.”




    “Oh,” Hyskos said vague­ly. He looked re­lieved. “They found a drug push­er beat­en to death

    in an al­ley and my badge was ly­ing next to him. But I didn’t touch him. I was framed. Be­fore

    I fig­ured out that it wasn’t a show tri­al put on for the ben­efit of com­mu­ni­ty re­la­tions

    or some­thing, they were strap­ping me in the elec­tric chair. But the chair was rigged. When I

    woke up, they told me that from now on, I didn’t ex­ist.”




    Maybe talk­ing to him would make him go away, Hyskos thought. He said, “That must have been

    hard on your fam­ily.”




    “Not re­al­ly. I was an or­phan. That was one rea­son they picked me for the job,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Job?” said Hyskos. He had to ad­mit, it was an in­ter­est­ing sto­ry. Maybe it was those

    dead dark eyes.




    “Yeah, job. This is where it gets com­pli­cat­ed. See, back awhile one of the Pres­idents

    de­cid­ed that the coun­try was go­ing down the tubes. The gov­ern­ment was los­ing the war on

    crime. Too many crooks were twist­ing the Con­sti­tu­tion to get away with rap­ing the na­tion.

    It was on­ly a mat­ter of time be­fore or­ga­nized crime put one of their own in­to the White

    House and then, good-​bye Amer­ica. Well, what could this Pres­ident do? He couldn’t re­peal

    the Con­sti­tu­tion. So in­stead, he cre­at­ed this su­per­secret agen­cy called CURE and hired

    a guy named Smith to run it.”




    “Smith? Nice name,” Hyskos said with a smirk.




    “Nice fel­la too,” Re­mo said. “Dr. Harold W. Smith. It was his job to fight crime out­side

    the Con­sti­tu­tion. Vi­olate the laws in or­der to pro­tect the rule of law. That was the

    the­ory. Any­way, Smith tried it but af­ter a few years he re­al­ized that CURE would have to

    do some of its own en­force­ment. You couldn’t count on the courts to send any­body to jail.

    That’s where I came in.”




    “You do en­force­ment?” Hyskos said.




    Re­mo nod­ded. “That’s right. One man. You don’t think they run my tail off?”




    “Too big a job for one man,” Hyskos said.




    “One or­di­nary man any­way,” Re­mo said. “But see, I’m not or­di­nary.”




    “Not nor­mal ei­ther,” Hyskos said.




    “There you go again. More death­ism,” Re­mo said. “See, CURE hired the head of a Ko­re­an

    house of as­sas­sins to train me. His name is Chi­un and he’s the last Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.”




    “What’s Sinan­ju?”




    “Sinan­ju is the name of the fish­ing vil­lage in North Ko­rea where this house of

    as­sas­sins be­gan thou­sands of years ago. The land there is so poor that a lot of times they

    didn’t even have food for their ba­bies and they used to have to throw them in the West Ko­rea

    Bay. They called it ’send­ing the ba­bies home to the sea.’ So they start­ed hir­ing

    them­selves out to em­per­ors as as­sas­sins. They’ve been do­ing that for cen­turies. They

    even worked for Alexan­der the Great. As time went on, they de­vel­oped the tech­niques of what

    they called the art of Sinan­ju.”




    “I thought you said the vil­lage was Sinan­ju,” Hyskos said. The sto­ry was get­ting bor­ing

    again.




    “It is. But it’s al­so the name of the killing art they orig­inat­ed. “




    “I guess those Ko­re­ans don’t like to waste a good word, do they?” Hyskos said.




    Re­mo shrugged. “Guess not. But let me fin­ish. We’ll be land­ing soon. You’ve heard of

    karate and kung-​fu and nin­ja stuff. Well, they’re all stolen from Sinan­ju. Sinan­ju is the

    orig­inal, the sun source, the re­al thing, and if you sur­vive the train­ing, a per­son can

    re­al­ize his full phys­ical and men­tal po­ten­tial. His sens­es are height­ened. His strength

    is in­creased. With Sinan­ju, you can do things that seem im­pos­si­ble to nor­mal peo­ple.

    It’s sort of like be­ing Su­per­man, ex­cept you don’t have to dress up. That’s what hap­pened

    to me be­cause of Sinan­ju.”




    “Aren’t you the lucky one? To be so per­fect and all,” Hyskos said.




    “Yeah, well, don’t think it’s all peach­es and cream. I can’t eat pro­cessed food. I eat

    rice. I can’t have a drink. Do you know what I’d give to be able to have a beer? And all the

    time, yap, yap, yap, Chi­un’s com­plain­ing that I’m an in­com­pe­tent white who can’t do

    any­thing right.”




    “He doesn’t like you?” Hyskos said.




    “No, it’s not that. He just ex­pects per­fec­tion all the time. Chi­un thinks I’m the

    ful­fill­ment of some freak­ing Sinan­ju leg­end about some dead white man who’s re­al­ly the

    in­car­na­tion of Shi­va, some kind of sil­ly-​ass Hin­du god, and af­ter Chi­un dies, I’m

    go­ing to be the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Deal­ing with him’s not easy. Do you know he wants

    me to get Willie Nel­son to run a ben­efit con­cert for him? And Chi­un’s al­ready one of the

    rich­est men in the world. Can you be­lieve that?”




    “Not that, I’m afraid, or any­thing else,” Leon Hyskos Ju­nior said.




    “Too bad, be­cause it’s all true.”




    “Why tell me?” Hyskos said.




    “Well, Chi­un couldn’t come on this mis­sion with me be­cause he’s get­ting ready to

    rene­go­ti­ate his con­tract, so I had to do this job alone and I guess I just felt like

    talk­ing to some­one. And you seemed like the log­ical per­son, Leon. “




    Hyskos no­ticed that his arms had start­ed trem­bling when Re­mo un­ex­pect­ed­ly called him

    by name. He hadn’t men­tioned his name. He was sure of it. He took hold of both arm­rests to

    steady them. It helped. Now on­ly his bi­ceps shook.




    “You’re on a mis­sion now?” Hyskos asked in a thin voice.




    “That’s right. And for once, it’s an as­sign­ment that’s close to my heart. I’m

    rep­re­sent­ing dead peo­ple. I think that’s ap­pro­pri­ate, a dead man rep­re­sent­ing oth­er

    dead peo­ple. Would you like to see pic­tures of my con­stituents?”




    “No thanks,” Hyskos said, tight­en­ing his seat belt. “I think we’re about to land.”




    “Here. Let me help you with that,” Re­mo said, tak­ing the short end of the seat belt and

    pulling it tight with such force that the fab­ric smoked and Leon Hyskos Ju­nior felt the

    con­tents of his bow­els back up in­to his esoph­agus.




    “Uu­uu­uumppp,” Hyskos said, his face turn­ing gup­pygray.




    “That’s bet­ter,” Re­mo said. “We wouldn’t want you to faw down, go boom.” He pulled out his

    wal­let, and a chain of pho­tos in clear plas­tic hold­ers tum­bled out. Re­mo held the chain

    up to Hyskos’ sweat­ing face and be­gan count­ing them off like a proud par­ent.




    “This is Jacqui Sanders when she was six­teen. Pret­ty, huh? Un­for­tu­nate­ly, she nev­er

    reached sev­en­teen. They found her body in a ravine out­side of Quin­cy, Illi­nois. She’d been

    raped and stran­gled.”




    Leon Hyskos Ju­nior tried to say some­thing but on­ly a se­ries of foul-​smelling burps came

    out.




    “And this girl used to be Kathy Wal­ters. I say used to be be­cause she was dead when this

    pic­ture was tak­en. She was found in a ravine too. Same deal, but a dif­fer­ent ravine. The

    same thing hap­pened to this next young la­dy too. Beth An­drews. Her body turned up in a

    Lit­tle Rock sand pit. I guess they don’t have ravines in Lit­tle Rock.”




    Re­mo tapped two more pic­tures in quick suc­ces­sion. “And these were the Tilley twins. You

    can see the re­sem­blance. But there wasn’t much of a re­sem­blance when their bod­ies were

    found in an Arkansas ravine. The guy who did a job on them smashed in their heads with a flat

    rock. But maybe you rec­og­nize the faces. They were in all the pa­pers last week. Or maybe you

    rec­og­nize them for a dif­fer­ent rea­son.”




    Re­mo looked away from the pic­tures and his eyes met those of Leon Hyskos Ju­nior. And

    there was death in Re­mo’s eyes.




    Hyskos slipped a hand in­to his coat pock­et and pulled out a small au­to­mat­ic. He

    point­ed it at Re­mo’s stom­ach. “Hey, you’re not sup­posed to have those on air­planes,” Re­mo

    said. “Put it away be­fore the stew­ardess catch­es you. “




    Hyskos let out a loud belch and some of the col­or re­turned to his face. “How did you

    know?” he asked.




    “That you’re the Ravine Rapist?” Re­mo said. “Well, re­mem­ber I told you about CURE? All

    these killings you did made you a pri­or­ity item. So the com­put­ers were fed all the facts

    about the killings and worked out your trail path and then, don’t you know, your name kept

    turn­ing up on a gas cred­it card all along that path. Then you did a re­al­ly dumb thing. You

    booked this flight out of New Or­leans and Smith sent me to in­ter­cept you and-​ta-​dah-​here

    I am.”




    Re­mo smiled.




    “You’re sup­posed to kill me. Is that what you’re say­ing?” Hyskos said.




    “Ex­act­ly. So what do you say? Should I stran­gle you or what? Nor­mal­ly, I don’t do

    stran­gu­la­tions but this is a spe­cial case.”




    “You’re not go­ing to do any­thing ex­cept what I tell you. Don’t for­get, I’m hold­ing the

    gun.”




    “Oh, the gun. I meant to ask. How’d you get it past the met­al de­tec­tor?”




    “New kind of gun. Plas­tic al­loy.”




    “No fool­ing? Let me see,” Re­mo said. He dropped the wal­let, and be­fore Hyskos could

    re­act, Re­mo’s right hand snapped out and Hyskos felt his gun hand go numb. There was no pain,

    just a sen­sa­tion as if the tis­sues of his hand were fill­ing with novo­caine. And

    sud­den­ly, Re­mo had the flat pis­tol in his hands. He ex­am­ined it close­ly. Re­mo jacked

    back the slide, but it caught. Re­mo pulled it any­way and the safe­ty catch snapped. Then the

    ejec­tor mech­anism came off in his hands.




    “Shod­dy work­man­ship,” he mut­tered.




    “It’s sup­posed to be stronger than steel,” Hyskos said. Re­mo grunt­ed. He tried cock­ing

    the weapon with his thumb but man­aged to break off the ham­mer. “I’m not so good with guns,”

    he said, hand­ing it back. “I think I broke it. Sor­ry.”




    The Ravine Rapist took the pis­tol and pulled the trig­ger three times. It didn’t even

    click. He dropped it.




    “I sur­ren­der,” he said, throw­ing up his hands.




    “I don’t take pris­on­ers,” Re­mo said.




    Hyskos looked around wild­ly for a stew­ardess. He opened his mouth to call for help but

    found he could make no sound be­cause his mouth was sud­den­ly filled with the pieces of the

    new non-​metal­lic-​al­loy pis­tol that was stronger than steel.




    “You look kind of faint,” Re­mo said. “I know just what to, do for that. Just stick your

    head be­tween your knees un­til your head clears. Like this.”




    And Re­mo took Leon Hyskos Ju­nior by the back of the neck and slow­ly pushed his head

    down­ward, slow­ly, in­ex­orably, and Hyskos felt his spinal col­umn slow­ly, grad­ual­ly

    be­gin to sep­arate. He heard a pop. Then an­oth­er. Then a third. It felt as if his head was

    ex­plod­ing.




    “If we weren’t land­ing,” Re­mo whis­pered, “I could make the pain last longer. And in your

    case I’d like to. But we’re all slaves of the clock.”




    Hyskos felt his teeth break as, in his pain, he bit down hard on the gun in his mouth. And

    then he heard an­oth­er pop, this one loud­er than the rest, and then he heard or felt noth­ing

    more.




    Re­mo put the wal­let of pho­tos in­to the man’s jack­et pock­et, and fas­tened his own seat

    belt as the air­lin­er’s tires barked as they touched the run­way.




    “My good­ness, what’s wrong with him?” a stew­ardess asked Re­mo when she saw Hyskos hunched

    over in his seat.




    Re­mo gave her a re­as­sur­ing smile. “That’s just one of my con­stituents. Don’t wor­ry

    about him. He’s just de­com­pos­ing af­ter his long flight.”




    The stew­ardess smiled back. “You mean de­com­press­ing, sir.”




    “If you say so,” Re­mo said and left the air­craft. He went in­to the ter­mi­nal and grabbed

    the hand­iest flight, not car­ing where it was go­ing so long as it was in the air with­in five

    min­utes.




    No, Re­mo didn’t want a drink. He still wasn’t hun­gry ei­ther. He thought he had made that

    clear the last three times the stew­ardess had come to his seat to ask.




    “Yes, sir,” the stew­ardess said. “I just like to make sure. My job is to look af­ter the

    needs of my pas­sen­gers.” She was a wil­lowy blonde in a tight blue uni­form set off by a

    bright yel­low scarf. Her eyes were such an in­tense blue that it al­most hurt to look at them.

    Un­der oth­er cir­cum­stances, Re­mo thought he might have be­come in­ter­est­ed in her—oth­er

    cir­cum­stances be­ing when she wasn’t prac­ti­cal­ly shov­ing her per­fumed breasts in his

    face ev­ery five min­utes to ask the same ques­tion.




    “Why don’t you check the oth­er pas­sen­gers?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “They’re fine,” she said, bat­ting her sparkling blue eyes.




    “No, we’re not,” sev­er­al peo­ple cho­rused at once.




    “What?” the stew­ardess asked. Her nametag said Lor­na.




    “We’re thirsty. Some of us are hun­gry. When are you go­ing to stop mess­ing around with

    that guy and take care of us?” This from a ma­tron­ly wom­an in the third row.




    Lor­na looked up. Most of the for­ward rows of the air­craft were filled with un­hap­py

    faces. They were all point­ed in her di­rec­tion. The drink-​serv­ing cart was block­ing the

    aisle, pre­vent­ing any­one from get­ting to the rest room.




    “Oh,” she said. Her pout­ing face flushed with col­or. “I’m sor­ry. Please be pa­tient.”




    She looked back down at Re­mo and im­me­di­ate­ly for­got her em­bar­rass­ment. A plea­sured

    smile swept her face. “Where were we?” she asked Re­mo.




    “I was telling you that I was fine and you were hav­ing trou­ble with your ears,” said

    Re­mo, who didn’t like all the at­ten­tion com­ing his way. It wasn’t the stew­ardess’s fault.

    All wom­en re­act­ed to him like that. It was one of the side ef­fects of Sinan­ju train­ing.

    Chi­un had once ex­plained that when a pupil reached a cer­tain lev­el in the art of Sinan­ju,

    all as­pects of his be­ing be­gan to har­mo­nize with them­selves and oth­ers could sense it.

    Men re­act­ed with fear; wom­en with sex­ual ap­petite.




    But as wom­en’s ap­petite for him in­creased, Re­mo found he was less and less in­ter­est­ed

    in them. Part of it was the Sinan­ju sex­ual tech­niques Chi­un had taught him. They re­duced

    sex to a rigid but monotonous se­ries of steps that sent wom­en in­to fren­zies but sent Re­mo

    reach­ing for a book. The oth­er part was psy­chol­ogy: when you could have any wom­an you

    want­ed, any­time, any­where, you didn’t want any wom­an.




    That had al­ways both­ered Re­mo. When he had reached that lev­el, he had asked Chi­un,

    “What good is be­ing so de­sir­able if you lose in­ter­est in sex?”




    Chi­un had sat him down. “A mas­ter of Sinan­ju has two pur­pos­es: to sup­port his vil­lage

    and to train the next Mas­ter. “




    “Yeah?”




    “It is ob­vi­ous, Re­mo.”




    “Not to me, Chi­un. What does that have to do with sex?”




    Chi­un had thrown up his hands. “To train a new Mas­ter, you must have the raw ma­te­ri­al.

    A pupil. In your case, that is the rawest ma­te­ri­al of all, but I hope when it is time for

    you to train a new mas­ter, you have bet­ter ma­te­ri­al. A mem­ber of my vil­lage, prefer­ably

    one be­long­ing to the blood­line of my fam­ily.”




    “I still don’t get it.”




    “You are very dense, Re­mo,” Chi­un had said. “When it is time for you to train your

    suc­ces­sor, you must take a Sinan­ju maid­en for your wife. You will have a son and you will

    train him.”




    “What has that got to do with any­thing?”




    Chi­un sighed and fold­ed his hands in his lap. Fi­nal­ly, he said, “I will try to make this

    sim­ple enough for even you to fol­low. When it is time for you to se­lect a maid­en from my

    vil­lage to pro­duce your suc­ces­sor, noth­ing must stand in the way of that se­lec­tion.

    There­fore you have learned the ways to make a wom­an want to breed with you. Do you

    un­der­stand now?”




    “Oh, I get it. The all-​im­por­tant next Mas­ter comes first. It doesn’t mat­ter what the

    girl thinks about it, does it?”




    Chi­un raised a long-​nailed fin­ger. “The se­crets Sinan­ju has taught you will

    con­ve­nient­ly sweep aside all ob­sta­cles to your hap­pi­ness.”




    “I think that sucks,” Re­mo said. “I don’t want some wom­an to breed with me be­cause some

    trick of mine makes her think I’m ir­re­sistible. I want it to be a wom­an who loves me for

    my­self.”




    “There are no blind maid­ens in my vil­lage,” Chi­un said. “Heh-​heh. There are no blind

    maid­ens in Sinan­ju.” And pleased with his lit­tle joke, Chi­un had left Re­mo alone with his

    dis­ap­point­ment over his new sex­ual pow­ers.




    Over the years, it had on­ly got­ten worse. So when Re­mo had found an at­trac­tive

    stew­ardess prac­ti­cal­ly crawl­ing in­to his lap, his in­ter­est to­tal­ly van­ished.




    “Are you sure there’s noth­ing?” Lor­na asked again.




    “Well, there’s one thing,” Re­mo said.




    “Any­thing. Just name it.”




    “Would you buy a tick­et for a con­cert to aid as­sas­sins?” Re­mo asked.




    “Will you be there?”




    “Sure. Me and Willie Nel­son.”




    “I’ll go. So will my friends. Put me down for a hun­dred tick­ets. “




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. “That’s very en­cour­ag­ing.”




    “Any­time. Any­thing else?”




    “Yes. Where’s this flight go­ing?”




    “You bought the tick­et. Don’t you know?”




    “I was in a hur­ry. Where?”




    “Salt Lake City. Have you been there be­fore?”




    “I’ll let you know when I get there,” said Re­mo, who had trav­eled so much over the last

    decade that all cities kind of blurred to­geth­er.




    “Do that,” Lor­na said. “And if you need a place to stay, just let me know.”




    But they nev­er got to Salt Lake City. Over Utah, a man went in­to the wash­room and came

    out with a ma­chine pis­tol.




    “This is a hi­jack­ing,” the man said. And to show he was se­ri­ous, he fired a short burst

    through the cab­in ceil­ing. The jet in­stant­ly be­gan los­ing pres­sure. The seat-​belt sign

    came on and the over­head pan­els popped open to dis­gorge the yel­low plas­tic oxy­gen masks.

    The pi­lot threw the plane in­to a steep dive, lev­el­ing off at four­teen thou­sand feet,

    where the air was still thin but breath­able. Dust and grit flew in­to the cab­in. The cold air

    mist­ed and turned white.




    “Please stay calm,” Lor­na said over the sound sys­tem. “Slip the mask firm­ly over your

    mouth and pull on the plas­tic tube. Breathe nor­mal­ly.” She demon­strat­ed the prop­er method

    even as the jet­lin­er lost al­ti­tude at an alarm­ing rate.




    There was no pan­ic. Ex­cept for the hi­jack­er. He was pan­ick­ing.




    “What is hap­pen­ing? What is hap­pen­ing?” he re­peat­ed, wav­ing his ma­chine pis­tol.




    “We’re about to crash,” said Re­mo, who ap­peared sud­den­ly be­side him.




    “I won’t al­low it,” said the sky­jack­er. “Tell the pi­lot not to crash. My death will not

    aid the cause.”




    “What is your cause any­way?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ser­bo-​Croa­tian geno­cide,” said the fright­ened man.




    “Caus­ing or aveng­ing?” Re­mo said.




    “Aveng­ing.”




    “How does hi­jack­ing an Amer­ican jet solve a Eu­ro­pean prob­lem?”




    “Be­cause it is won­der­ful pub­lic re­la­tions. Amer­ican press gets me cov­er­age all over

    the world and most of the re­porters find some way to blame it all on Amer­ica. It is the new

    way,” the sky­jack­er said.




    “This is an even new­er way,” Re­mo said, and with a blur­ring mo­tion, he took the

    hi­jack­er’s weapon and blend­ed it in­to a new shape, a sort of fuzzy metal­lic ball with the

    man’s two hands firm­ly en­cased in­side.




    “Please. Ev­ery­one, sit down. We are about to land.” It was Lor­na’s voice and she was

    stand­ing in the aisle as if they were about to land at an air­port and not in the open spaces

    of Utah. Re­mo felt a wave of ad­mi­ra­tion for her courage. He slapped the hi­jack­er in­to a

    seat.




    “I’ll set­tle with you lat­er,” Re­mo said and plopped in­to a seat on the oth­er side of

    the aisle.




    For a long time, there was no sound. But the ground got clos­er. Then there was a grind­ing

    noise as the jet­lin­er hit. It seemed to go on for­ev­er.




    And then there was si­lence.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, last of an un­bro­ken line that dat­ed from be­fore

    the days of the Great Wang, first of the ma­jor Sinan­ju as­sas­sins, sat un­mov­ing on his

    wo­ven mat. His hazel eyes were closed. His im­pas­sive coun­te­nance, the ex­act col­or and

    tex­ture of Egyp­tian pa­pyrus, might have been mold­ed from clay by del­icate fin­gers. Even

    his wispy beard moved not, so deep was his med­ita­tion.




    For three hours he had sat thus, serene and un­mov­ing. For three hours, he had searched his

    thoughts, prayed his prayers, and silent­ly asked the coun­sel of his an­ces­tors, the great

    line of Sinan­ju. Three hours, and Chi­un-​hope­ful­ly to be known to fu­ture gen­er­ations as

    Chi­un the Great Teach­er-​found that the de­ci­sion still elud­ed him like a spring

    but­ter­fly elud­ed the net.




    At length, the tufts of hair over his ears trem­bled. The eyes of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    opened like un­cov­ered agate stones, clear and bright and age­less. He float­ed to his feet in

    a smooth mo­tion. The de­ci­sion had been made.




    He would wear the gray silk ki­mono and not the blue one with the or­ange tigers worked on

    the breast.




    Chi­un padded silent­ly to the four­teen steam­er trunks rest­ing in a far cor­ner of the

    apart­ment. The trunks were nev­er un­packed be­cause of the dis­mal-​no, the odi­ous-​work to

    which the Mas­ter had com­mit­ted him­self in this bar­bar­ian land of Amer­ica. Odi­ous. Yes.

    That would be the word he would use. Em­per­or Smith would un­der­stand Chi­un’s dis­plea­sure

    if he used that word. Af­ter all, Smith was white, and in Ko­re­an, in the old lan­guage of

    Chi­un’s an­ces­tors, “odi­ous” was a syn­onym for “white­ness.” He would not men­tion that to

    Smith, how­ev­er. He would on­ly tell him that it was odi­ous that Chi­un must move from ho­tel

    room to ho­tel room like a va­grant, nev­er hav­ing a place to rest his head, nev­er hav­ing a

    home in which to un­pack his four­teen steam­er trunks. It was no way for a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    to live.




    Chi­un found the gray silk ki­mono and even though he was alone in the ho­tel suite, he went

    in­to the bed­room to change, tak­ing care to close the door tight­ly and to pull the shades.

    He emerged mo­ments lat­er and left the ho­tel, which was near Cen­tral Park.




    On the street, he hailed a cab. The first three drove past with­out stop­ping.




    Chi­un re­spond­ed by calm­ly walk­ing in­to the path of the fourth cab to ap­proach. The

    taxi screeched to a halt, the bumper com­ing to with­in a mil­lime­ter of Chi­un’s knees.




    The driv­er stuck his head out the win­dow and yelled, “Hey! What’s with you?”




    “Noth­ing is with me. I am alone. I would hire this con­veyance.”




    “This is a cab, dum­my, not a con­veyance,” said the driv­er. He point­ed to his roof light.

    “See that. It’s turned off. That means I’m al­ready hired.”




    Chi­un looked at the light, sniffed, and said, “I will pay you more.”




    “Huh?”




    “I said I will pay you more than your present pas­sen­ger. What price?”




    “Bud­dy, I don’t know what boat you fell off, but that ain’t the way it’s done in Amer­ica.

    First come, first served. Now get out of my way.”




    “I see,” said Chi­un, seem­ing to drop the gold­en coin he had plucked from his ki­mono as

    an in­duce­ment for the driv­er. The coin bounced, rolled, and came to a stop be­side the cab’s

    front tire. Chi­un swept out a long-​nailed fin­ger and re­trieved the coin. The taxi­cab

    sud­den­ly list­ed to port, air es­cap­ing from the set­tling left-​front tire with a lazy

    hiss­ing.




    “What gives?” said the driv­er.




    “Your tire,” said Chi­un. “It gives up its life. Too bad. Your fault for buy­ing

    Amer­ican.”




    The driv­er climbed out and looked at the flat tire. “Dammit,” he said. “I mus­ta run over a

    nail back there. Hey, la­dy, come on out of there. I’m gonna have to change this.”




    A mid­dle-​aged wom­an with over­size glass­es and an un­der­size dress drap­ing her big

    body stepped out of the cab.




    “I’m late al­ready,” she said. “I can’t wait.”




    “Suit your­self,” said the driv­er, yank­ing a tire jack and lug wrench from his trunk.

    Mut­ter­ing to him­self, he scrunched down be­side the of­fend­ing wheel and be­gan work­ing to

    loosen the lug nuts. He looked up when he heard the pas­sen­ger door slam­ming shut.




    “Hey? What do you think you’re do­ing?”




    From the back of the cab came a squeaky voice. “I am in no rush,” said the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju pleas­ant­ly. “I will wait for you to fin­ish.”




    “My lucky day,” grum­bled the driv­er.




    “It is fate,” said Chi­un, del­icate­ly flick­ing a shred of vul­can­ized rub­ber from his

    fin­ger­nail, where it had caught af­ter he had with­drawn it from the un­for­tu­nate tire.




    Three hours lat­er, the cab dropped Chi­un off at the stone en­trance to Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium in Rye, New York, north of Man­hat­tan. At first the driv­er had not want­ed to

    take Chi­un that far, but af­ter some hag­gling and an ex­am­ina­tion of the old Ori­en­tal’s

    gold coins, the driv­er had agreed. “This is a dif­fer­ent route,” said Chi­un as they passed

    the city lim­its of As­bury Park. “I have nev­er come this way be­fore.”




    “New road,” said the driv­er, who was sure that the old gook did not know that As­bury Park

    was due south of New York while Rye was due north. He was get­ting dou­ble the fare shown on

    his me­ter and had vi­sions of tak­ing the rest of the week off af­ter this one fare. “We’re

    al­most there.”




    “You have said that be­fore,” Chi­un said.




    “It was true be­fore. It’s true now. Just hang on.” Af­ter tour­ing Hobo­ken, Newark, and

    the shop­ping malls of Para­mus, New Jer­sey, the driv­er fi­nal­ly wend­ed his way to­ward

    Rye. He was very cour­te­ous when he let Chi­un off at his des­ti­na­tion.




    “That’ll be $1,356. Not count­ing tip, of course.”




    “That is more than I paid the last time,” Chi­un said.




    “Rates’ve gone up.”




    “Have they tripled?”




    “Could be,” said the driv­er. He smiled po­lite­ly. He was think­ing of the rest of the week

    off. Maybe go­ing to a ball game.




    “I will make you a deal,” said Chi­un, count­ing the coins in his change purse.




    “No deals,” protest­ed the driv­er. “You agreed to dou­ble the me­ter.”




    “True,” said Chi­un. “But I did not agree to a tour of the provinces south and west of New

    York.”




    The driv­er shrugged. “I got a lit­tle lost. It hap­pens.”




    “And I did not agree not to de­stroy your wheels.”




    “De­stroy my . . . You’ve got­ta be kid­ding.”




    Chi­un stepped from the cab and kicked the right-​rear tire. “What will you give me in

    re­turn for this wheel?” he asked. “It is a good wheel, firm and stur­dy. It will car­ry you

    far along your dif­fi­cult re­turn jour­ney.”




    “I won’t give you squat. That’s my tire.”




    Chi­un reached over and drove an in­dex fin­ger in­to the tire. When he re­moved his

    fin­ger, the tire let go with a bang. The car set­tled sud­den­ly.




    “Hey! What’d you do to my tire?”




    “No mat­ter. You can change it. A man who charges $1,356 for a sim­ple ride must have many

    ex­tra wheels.” The driv­er watched as the lit­tle Ori­en­tal-​he had to be near­ly eighty, the

    driv­er thought-​walked to the front of the cab and thought­ful­ly sur­veyed both front

    tires.




    “Will you take $947 for the pair?” asked Chi­un.




    “That’s rob­bery.”




    Chi­un shook a long-​nailed fin­ger in the air.




    “No,” he said. “It is hag­gling. You hag­gled with me. Now I hag­gle with you. Quick­ly. Do

    you ac­cept?”




    “All right. Yes. Don’t blow the tires. I got­ta drive all the way back to the city.”




    “Through As­bury Park,” said Chi­un, walk­ing to the left-​rear wheel. “Good. Now I still

    owe you $409 for your ser­vices. Will you give $500 for this re­main­ing wheel?”




    “But then I’d owe you nine­ty-​one dol­lars,” the driv­er protest­ed.




    “No checks,” said Chi­un.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith did not like to be in­ter­rupt­ed but when his sec­re­tary de­scribed

    his vis­itor, he pressed the con­cealed but­ton that dropped the desk­top com­put­er mon­itor

    in­to a well in his Spar­tan oak desk.




    It was just force of habit be­cause while the se­cret com­put­er sys­tem ac­cessed ev­ery

    oth­er ma­jor com­put­er and in­for­ma­tion-​re­trieval sys­tem in the world and there­fore

    knew all the world’s se­crets, Chi­un would have had no idea what it all meant. On­ly Smith as

    head of the se­cret agen­cy CURE un­der­stood it. Chi­un couldn’t, and Re­mo was hope­less with

    ma­chin­ery. He had trou­ble di­al­ing a tele­phone; a com­put­er was be­yond his reach.




    “Hail, Em­per­or Smith,” said Chi­un.




    “That will be all, Mrs. Mikul­ka,” Smith said to his sec­re­tary.




    “Hadn’t I bet­ter call an or­der­ly?” the gray-​haired wom­an asked, with a side­long glance

    at the old Ori­en­tal.




    “Not nec­es­sary,” said Smith. “And please. I’ll take no calls. “




    Mrs. Mikul­ka looked doubt­ful but she closed the door qui­et­ly af­ter her.




    “I didn’t sum­mon you, Chi­un,” said Smith.




    “Yet your plea­sure at my ar­rival is re­turned three­fold,” Chi­un said.




    “Re­mo isn’t with you?” asked Smith, sit­ting down. He had thin white hair and the

    ex­pres­sion of a man who’d just dis­cov­ered half a worm in his ap­ple. He had been young when

    he had set up CURE, but now he had grown old in its ser­vice. He ad­just­ed his Dart­mouth

    tie.




    “Re­mo has not yet re­turned from his lat­est mis­sion,” Chi­un said. “But it is of no

    mo­ment.”




    “Odd,” said Smith. “I had a re­port that his tar­get had been . . . ter­mi­nat­ed.”




    Chi­un smiled. Smith was al­ways un­com­fort­able with the lan­guage of death. “An­oth­er

    jew­el in your crown,” he said and won­dered why Smith al­ways greet­ed suc­cess with the same

    sour ex­pres­sion as bit­ter de­feat.




    “I wish you wouldn’t call me that,” said Smith. “Em­per­or. You know very well that I am not

    the em­per­or.”




    “You could be,” said Chi­un. “Your Pres­ident has lived a full life. Per­haps it is time for

    younger blood.”




    “Thank you, no,” said Smith, who had long ago grown weary of try­ing to ex­plain to Chi­un

    that he served the Pres­ident and was not a pre­tender to the Oval Of­fice. “Now what can I do

    for you, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?”




    Chi­un looked shocked. “Have you for­got­ten? It is time to rene­go­ti­ate the con­tract

    be­tween the House of Sinan­ju and the House of Smith.”




    “The Unit­ed States,” said Smith. “Your con­tract is with the Unit­ed States. But it’s not

    due to ex­pire for an­oth­er six months.”




    “When en­ter­ing in­to pro­tract­ed and dif­fi­cult deal­ings,” said Chi­un solemn­ly, “it

    is best to be­gin ear­ly.”




    “Oh. I rather thought we could sim­ply re­new the old con­tract. It’s quite gen­er­ous, as

    you know.”




    “It was mag­nan­imous­ly gen­er­ous,” agreed Chi­un. “Con­sid­er­ing the false

    un­der­stand­ing on which it was based.”




    “False un­der­stand­ing?”




    Smith watched as Chi­un un­rolled his straw mat and placed it on the floor, care­ful­ly

    ar­rang­ing an ar­ray of scrolls be­side the mat be­fore set­tling in­to place. Smith had to

    stand in or­der to see Chi­un over his desk­top.




    Smith sighed. He had been through these ne­go­ti­ations be­fore. Chi­un would not speak

    an­oth­er word un­til Smith was seat­ed at eye lev­el. Smith pulled a pen­cil and a yel­low

    le­gal pad from a draw­er and stiffly found a place on the floor, fac­ing the old Ko­re­an. He

    bal­anced the pad on a knee. Af­ter so many years of writ­ing on a com­put­er key­pad, the

    pen­cil felt like a ba­nana in his fin­gers.




    “I am ready,” said Smith.




    As Chi­un opened a scroll, Smith rec­og­nized it as a copy of the last con­tract he had

    signed. It was on spe­cial rice pa­per edged in gold and had it­self cost hun­dreds of

    dol­lars. An­oth­er un­nec­es­sary ex­pense.




    “Ah, here it is,” Chi­un said, look­ing up from the scroll. “The poop­hole.”




    “I beg your par­don.”




    “It is a le­gal term. Poop­hole. Have you nev­er heard of it? Most con­tracts have

    them.”




    “You mean loop­hole. And our con­tract is iron­clad. There are no loop­holes.”




    “There is a say­ing in my vil­lage,” said Chi­un. “‘Nev­er cor­rect an em­per­or. Ex­cept

    when he is wrong.’ And you are wrong, great lead­er. The poop­hole is in the para­graph about

    train­ing a white in the art of Sinan­ju.”




    “As I re­call, you charged ex­tra for that,” Smith said.




    “A mere pit­tance to wipe out what I thought was a great shame. An odi­ous shame. But as it

    turns out, I made a mis­take. “




    “What kind of mis­take?” asked Smith, who knew that Chi­un’s mis­takes in­vari­ably wound up

    cost­ing him mon­ey. “I was not train­ing a white at all,” Chi­un said, beam­ing at the hap­py

    thought.




    Smith frowned. “What do you mean? Of course Re­mo’s white. True, we don’t know who his

    par­ents were, but all you have to do is look to see that he’s white.”




    Pa­tient­ly, Chi­un shook his head. “No Chi­nese, no Japanese, no non-​Ko­re­an ev­er

    be­fore has been able to ab­sorb Sinan­ju train­ing. Yet this sup­posed white has tak­en to

    Sinan­ju like no oth­er in the his­to­ry of my hum­ble vil­lage.”




    “That’s good, isn’t it?” asked Smith, who could not fig­ure out what Chi­un was driv­ing

    at.




    “Of course,” said Chi­un. “It means that Re­mo is re­al­ly Ko­re­an.” He mum­bled some words

    in the Ko­re­an lan­guage.




    “What did you say?”




    “Just his name. Re­mo the Fair. He is part Ko­re­an. There can be no oth­er

    ex­pla­na­tion.”




    “Per­haps Amer­icans just nat­ural­ly take to Sinan­ju,” Smith said. “You’ve nev­er had to

    train an Amer­ican be­fore Re­mo.”




    Chi­un made a face. “You are be­ing ridicu­lous. But enough. Re­mo is learn­ing Sinan­ju

    faster than any Ko­re­an. There­fore Re­mo is not white.”




    “And there­fore,” said Smith, “your ear­li­er de­mands for ex­tra pay­ment for train­ing a

    white are no longer valid.”




    “Ex­act­ly,” Chi­un said.




    Smith hes­itat­ed while he searched Chi­un’s face, but the ex­pres­sion was bland. Smith had

    nev­er been able to read his face.




    “Are you say­ing that you’re will­ing to take less mon­ey be­cause of that?” he asked.




    “Of course not. I con­tract­ed to train a white for you, and know­ing whites, you would have

    got­ten some­body who jumped around, grunt­ing, break­ing boards with much noise. In­stead, you

    have got­ten a true Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. You have been get­ting a bar­gain for all these years

    and this will re­quire an ad­just­ment, not on­ly on our next con­tract, but ra­dioac­tive

    pay­ments on all pre­ced­ing con­tracts.”




    “Retroac­tive,” Smith said. “You mean retroac­tive pay­ments.”




    “Good. Then we are in agree­ment. I knew you would un­der­stand, wise Em­per­or.”




    “I do not un­der­stand,” Smith snapped. “but I don’t want to ar­gue the point. Just tell me.

    What are your de­mands this time?”




    Calm­ly, slow­ly, Chi­un picked up an­oth­er scroll and un­rolled it.




    “We do not have de­mands,” he said haugh­ti­ly. “We have re­quire­ments and they are these.”

    He be­gan to read from the scroll.




    “Two jars of emer­alds. Un­cut.




    “Twen­ty jars of di­amonds of dif­fer­ent cuts. No flaws.




    “Eight bolts of Tang-​dy­nasty silk. As­sort­ed col­ors.




    “One Per­sian stat­ue of Dar­ius. Of shit­tim­wood.




    “Ru­pees. Twelve bushels.”




    He stopped as Smith held up a hand.




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Many of those items are price­less mu­se­um pieces.”




    “Yes?” said Chi­un.




    “Tang-​dy­nasty silk, for ex­am­ple, is not eas­ily come by.”




    “Of course,” said Chi­un. “We would not ask for it oth­er­wise. “




    “I don’t think any Tang-​dy­nasty silk ex­ists in the mod­ern world,” Smith said.




    “I have Tang-​dy­nasty silk,” said Chi­un. “Back in the trea­sure house of my an­ces­tors.

    In Sinan­ju.”




    “When why do you want more?”




    “You nev­er asked that ques­tion dur­ing pre­vi­ous ne­go­ti­ations when I asked for more

    gold. You nev­er said to me, ‘Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, why do you want more gold? You al­ready have

    gold.’ “




    “True,” said Smith. “But this is dif­fer­ent.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un, beam­ing now. “It is dif­fer­ent. This time I am not ask­ing for more

    gold. I have enough of gold, thanks to your gen­eros­ity. But in times past my an­ces­tors were

    paid in trib­ute, not al­ways gold. Now I wish to be paid in trib­ute as be­fits my

    her­itage.”




    “My gov­ern­ment pays enough year­ly trib­ute to feed all North Ko­rea,” Smith said even­ly.

    “You have brought to Sinan­ju more wealth than it has seen in all the thou­sands of years of

    Sinan­ju his­to­ry be­fore you.”




    “No Mas­ter be­fore me ev­er was forced to dwell in a for­eign land-​an odi­ous land-​for so

    long,” said Chi­un. “I am the first to be treat­ed thus­ly.”




    “I am sor­ry,” said Smith, who de­spite be­ing the on­ly per­son in charge of an

    un­lim­it­ed se­cret op­er­at­ing fund kept track of his sec­re­tary’s con­sump­tion of pa­per

    clips. “I think your re­quests are un­rea­son­able.”




    “I must re­store the glo­ry of Sinan­ju,” said Chi­un. “Did you know that just yes­ter­day

    Re­mo told me that he was plan­ning to run a ben­efit con­cert for me. He said that he was

    tired of see­ing me poor, hun­gry, and des­ti­tute and that he was go­ing to ask Nel­lie

    Wil­son to run an aid pro­gram for me. Did you know this?”




    “No. Who’s Nel­lie Wil­son?”




    “He is a no­ble singer who stands on the side of the poor in this op­pres­sive land. Re­mo

    said he would glad­ly sing for me, but I told him that it would not be nec­es­sary, that

    Em­per­or Smith would not fail the House of Sinan­ju.” His eyes looked down at the floor. “But

    I was wrong, I see. Still I will take no char­ity from any­one, even so great a man as Nel­lie

    Wil­son. If Amer­ica can­not help me, I will sim­ply seek out­side em­ploy­ment.”




    “The terms of our con­tract ex­press­ly for­bid it,” Smith said.




    “The terms of our old con­tract,” Chi­un said with a small smile. “And it ap­pears- there

    may be no new con­tract. “




    Smith cleared his throat. “Don’t be hasty,” he said. “Of course, we want a new con­tract

    with you, but we can­not pro­vide you with things that no longer ex­ist in the world. Nor, I

    must point out, could any oth­er prospec­tive em­ploy­er. “




    “We are not in­tran­si­gent, O great Em­per­or. While our heart aches at your in­abil­ity to

    pro­vide us with the few mea­ger items we re­quest­ed, per­haps some­thing else could be worked

    out.”




    “I will dou­ble the amount of gold we now ship to your vil­lage.”




    “Triple,” said Chi­un.




    “Dou­ble is a gift. Triple is im­pos­si­ble,” Smith said.




    “Whites are im­pos­si­ble,” said Chi­un. “Be­yond that, the word does not ex­ist in

    Sinan­ju.”




    “I will triple the gold,” Smith said weari­ly. “But that’s it. That’s fi­nal. Noth­ing

    more.”




    “Done,” Chi­un said quick­ly. Smith re­laxed.




    “That takes care of the gold,” Chi­un said pleas­ant­ly. “Now on to oth­er items. . . .

    “




    Smith tensed. “We agreed. No oth­er items. No oth­er items.”




    “No,” Chi­un said. “You agreed no oth­er items. I agreed to the gold.”




    “What oth­er item?” Smith said.




    “On­ly one. Land. Re­mo and I have no per­ma­nent home in this odi­ous land of yours.”




    “We’ve been through this be­fore, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” said Smith tight­ly. His legs were

    tin­gling from sit­ting on the floor. “It’s too dan­ger­ous for you and Re­mo to stay in one

    place for long.”




    “The land I have in mind is in a far place,” said Chi­un, who no­ticed from Smith’s

    fid­get­ing that his legs were falling asleep. In ne­go­ti­at­ing, he al­ways wait­ed for that

    to hap­pen be­fore ask­ing Smith for the re­al­ly dif­fi­cult items. “The place I have in mind

    is large, with many for­ti­fi­ca­tions, and there­fore eas­ily de­fend­ed. Re­mo and I would be

    safe there. “




    “Where?” asked Smith.




    “Yet it is a small par­cel, com­pared to the lands the Egyp­tians once be­stowed up­on

    Sinan­ju.”




    “Can you point it out on a map?”




    “And it is near no dwellings,” con­tin­ued Chi­un. “Oh, there are some mi­nor struc­tures

    ex­ist­ing on the land but no one lives in them. I would not even ask that they be razed. It

    may be that Re­mo and I could make do with them, al­though they are not re­al­ly hous­es.”




    “Can you be more spe­cif­ic?”




    Chi­un made a show of search­ing his scroll.




    “I do not know its ex­act lo­ca­tion,” he said. “It is . . . yes, here it is. It is in the

    province of Cal­ifor­nia. But it is not even on the ocean. And I un­der­stand it is over­run

    with mice and oth­er ver­min.”




    “Cal­ifor­nia is a big place,” said Smith.




    “It has a name,” said Chi­un.




    “Yes?”




    “Ah. Here it is. It is a fun­ny name, but I do not mind. Re­mo and I will learn to live with

    it. And the mice.”




    “What is the name?”




    Chi­un looked up from his scroll hope­ful­ly. “Dis­ney­land it is called.”




    Lloyd Dar­ton paid his $49 and ac­cept­ed the room key from the desk clerk. On the seed­ier

    side of De­troit, he could have rent­ed a room for just an hour, but that was the kind of

    ho­tel where a man could get killed just stand­ing at the reg­is­tra­tion desk and Dar­ton

    wasn’t the sort to take chances. Bet­ter to waste a few dol­lars, es­pe­cial­ly since he was

    here on busi­ness. He waved off the bell­hop and took the stairs to his room rather than wait

    for the el­eva­tor.




    He care­ful­ly dou­ble-​locked the door of the room, placed his sin­gle suit­case on the

    bed, and un­locked it with a key.




    It held an as­sort­ment of weapons, locked in place by straps and plas­tic blocks.

    Sat­is­fied that noth­ing had been dam­aged, he closed the lid and sat on the bed. It was 8:45

    P.M. His cus­tomer should be along soon and Lloyd Dar­ton hoped to be out of the room by 9:30

    at the lat­est.




    There was a knock on the door at 8:56. The man who stood there was tall, fifty­ish, with the

    kind of eyes Lloyd Dar­ton had seen many times be­fore. All his cus­tomers had them. A scar was

    faint­ly vis­ible along the right side of the man’s jaw.




    “Hel­lo,” Dar­ton said.




    The man just nod­ded as he en­tered the room. He wait­ed un­til the door was locked again

    be­fore he spoke.




    “You made the changes I asked for?”




    “Sure did. Over here.” Dar­ton flipped open the suit­case lid. “I fixed the sight for you

    too. It was a lit­tle off. Of course, that won’t mat­ter with these new add-​ons.”




    “Skip the sales pitch,” said the man with the scar, whose name Dar­ton did not know. All his

    cus­tomers were name­less. They knew him, knew where to find him, but he nev­er asked their

    names. It was a one-​sid­ed busi­ness re­la­tion­ship, but so was the mon­ey. That was

    one-​sid­ed too and it all fell on Dar­ton’s side of the ledger.




    “Here it is,” said Dar­ton, heft­ing a shiny black hand­gun. He took an as­sort­ment of

    de­vices from the case and in a few quick mo­tions, he at­tached a fold­ing stock, a

    tele­scop­ic sight and bar­rel ex­ten­sion, con­vert­ing the pis­tol to a take­down sniper’s

    ri­fle. He in­sert­ed a clip, snapped back the slide to show the ac­tion at work, and

    pre­sent­ed it to the oth­er man.




    “Don’t get much call for this kind of cus­tom work,” Dar­ton said. “While you’re here, why

    don’t you look at some of the oth­ers? You might see some­thing you like bet­ter than-“




    “There’s noth­ing bet­ter than my old Beretta Olympic,” the oth­er man in­ter­rupt­ed,

    sight­ing down the pis­tol’s long bar­rel.




    “If you say so. It’s just . . . it’s not con­sid­ered, well, a pro­fes­sion­al weapon, if

    you know what I mean.”




    “It’s a tar­get pis­tol. I’m go­ing to use it on tar­gets. What could be more

    pro­fes­sion­al?”




    Dar­ton nod­ded word­less­ly. The man had a point and he cer­tain­ly had the pro­fes­sion­al

    look to him. Ex­cept that he was sight­ing down the bar­rel with Dar­ton at the oth­er end.

    That was not pro­fes­sion­al at all. It was not even good gun safe­ty. Or good man­ners for

    that mat­ter.




    “I can un­der­stand your af­fec­tion for the Olympic,” Dar­ton said quick­ly. “But I find

    that most peo­ple in your busi­ness like to change their tools. It re­duces

    com­pli­ca­tions.”




    “Don’t you think I know that?” asked the man with the scar. “This piece has sen­ti­men­tal

    val­ue for me. It re­minds me of my ex-​wife.” He lined up on Dar­ton’s sweat-​shiny fore­head.

    Dar­ton winced. He loved guns. He bought them, he sold them, he re­paired them, he re­mod­eled

    them, and he hunt­ed with them. They were both his hob­by and his busi­ness and he loved them.

    But he didn’t like to have them point­ed at him.




    “Do you mind?” Dar­ton asked, look­ing at the gun bar­rel.




    The man with the scar ig­nored him. “You test-​fire this?” he asked.




    “Of course. It fires true. No bias. It’s per­fect for the kind of work you do.”




    “Oh? What kind is that?”




    “You know,” Dar­ton said.




    “I want to hear you say it.”




    “My guess–is that you kill peo­ple with it.”




    “You keep try­ing to tell me my busi­ness,” said the man with the scar.




    “I didn’t mean any­thing by it, Mr.-“




    “Call me Re­mo. “




    “Mr. Re­mo. I just want you to have the best your mon­ey can buy, Mr. Re­mo.”




    “Good. I’m glad to hear that. Be­cause I want this weapon and I want some­thing else from

    you.”




    “What’s that.”




    “I want to check the ac­tion my­self. I have some se­ri­ous work ahead of me and I don’t

    like to work with a cold piece just out of the shop.”




    “How can I help?” asked Lloyd Dar­ton.




    “Just stand still,” said the oth­er man and split Dar­ton’s sweat-​shiny fore­head with a

    sin­gle shot. The flo­ral bed­spread be­hind him sud­den­ly de­vel­oped an ex­tra pat­tern. In

    red.




    “I don’t like peo­ple telling me my busi­ness,” said the man to him­self. He dis­as­sem­bled

    the Beretta, slipped the pis­tol in­to a spring-​clip hol­ster, helped him­self to ex­tra

    clips, and qui­et­ly left the room with the at­tach­ments nes­tled in a brief­case Lloyd

    Dar­ton had thought­ful­ly planned to throw in­to the bar­gain.




    Walk­ing down the steps, he thought of the work ahead. De­troit was a new city for him. A

    new start and maybe a new life. It all felt strange to him.




    But he had work to do and that was the most im­por­tant thing. In his pock­et was a list.

    Four peo­ple. And the con­trac­tor want­ed them hit in pub­lic places. Imag­ine that. Want­ed

    the whole thing done out in the open. It was crazy, but the mon­ey was even cra­zier and that

    made it worth­while. Even if he didn’t know the name of his em­ploy­er.




    As he walked through the lob­by, he thought of Maria. Late­ly, she had been on his mind a

    lot.




    He hadn’t want­ed to kill her. But he was a sol­dier, a sol­dier in an army that wore no

    uni­forms, be­longed to no coun­try, and yet had in­vad­ed al­most ev­ery civ­ilized na­tion.

    There were those who re­ferred to the Mafia as a fam­ily but that was a myth, like claim­ing

    the Holo­caust had nev­er hap­pened. The Mafia was no fam­ily; it was like an enor­mous

    oc­cu­py­ing army.




    As his capo, Don Pietro Scu­bis­ci, had once told him:




    “We own the banks. We own the courts and the lawyers. We own pieces of the gov­ern­ment. And

    be­cause we don’t dress like sol­diers,” he had said, tap­ping his chest with palsied fin­gers,

    “be­cause we de­ny ev­ery­thing, peo­ple don’t know. Our hands are at their throats and

    be­cause we smile and talk of ‘busi­ness in­ter­ests’ and do­nate to the Church, the fools

    pre­tend we’re not there. Their fool­ish­ness is our great­est strength. Re­mem­ber that. And

    re­mem­ber, we al­ways come first.”




    “Al­ways,” he had agreed.




    “Your moth­er, your fa­ther, your wife, your chil­dren,” Don Pietro had said, tick­ing them

    off on his fin­gers, one by one. “They come sec­ond. If we ask, you will de­ny them. If we tell

    you, you will leave them. If we or­der it, you will kill them.”




    It was true. He be­lieved it so deeply that when it came down to his hon­or as a sol­dier

    and the wom­an he had loved, he made the right choice. The on­ly choice. He had act­ed

    in­stant­ly, ruth­less­ly. Like a sol­dier. Maria had planned to talk, and to pro­tect the

    In­vis­ible Army of the Mafia, she had had to die. And he had come here, to De­troit, to be­gin

    a new life.




    As he got be­hind the wheel of his rent­ed car, he could not stop think­ing of Maria and the

    last words she had spo­ken to him.




    “He will know your name and you will know his. And that will be your death war­rant.”




    “This time, Maria,” he said half-​aloud, “you’re wrong.” But he thought he heard her

    tin­kling laugh some­where in the night.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Re­mo Williams smelled the fumes even be­fore the jet skid­ded to a stop. He glanced up and

    saw the trick­le of smoke in­sin­uat­ing it­self be­tween two of the wall pan­els. It was all

    un­nat­ural­ly qui­et. Peo­ple were still in their seats, hunched over, stunned from the

    car­ni­val-​ride im­pact of the plane’s crash land­ing.




    Re­mo heard some­thing spark­ing. It was an elec­tri­cal fire and he knew it would start

    small but could spread through the cab­in as if it were lined with flash­pa­per.




    And even be­fore that, the dead­ly acrid fumes of burn­ing plas­tic would kill ev­ery­one

    aboard.




    All six emer­gen­cy ex­its were blocked by the bod­ies of un­con­scious pas­sen­gers and

    Re­mo found the place in the ceil­ing where the hi­jack­er had fired the warn­ing burst that

    had de­pres­sur­ized the cab­in and tossed the gi­ant craft out of con­trol. He could see sky

    through the pat­tern of bul­let holes. Re­mo bal­anced on the top edge of a seat, in­sert­ed

    his fin­gers in­to as many of the holes as he could, and made two fists. The alu­minum out­er

    skin gave un­der the pres­sure of his hands, hands that in­stant­ly sensed weak points, flaws

    in the al­loy, and ex­ploit­ed them. The ceil­ing tore with a harsh metal­lic shriek.




    Re­mo ran with the tear, rac­ing the length of the cab­in from tail to cock­pit, peel­ing

    the met­al as if it were the lid of a sar­dine can.




    Now the hot Utah sun filled the cab­in. Peo­ple were be­gin­ning to stir, cough­ing in­to

    their oxy­gen masks. He start­ed to free the peo­ple from their seat belts in the fastest way

    pos­si­ble, grab­bing a hand­ful of seat belt and rip­ping it free from its moor­ings.




    “Okay,” Re­mo called as he moved along the rows. “Ev­ery­body up for vol­ley­ball.”




    He had to get them mov­ing. But some of them, he saw, would nev­er move again. Their heads

    hung at im­pos­si­ble an­gles, their necks snapped on im­pact.




    Be­hind him, the spark­ing of the elec­tric fire turned in­to a hiss­ing sput­ter. Re­mo

    turned and saw Lor­na, the stew­ardess, turn­ing a red fire ex­tin­guish­er on the gal­ley. The

    chem­ical foam beat down the lick­ing flames but al­so sucked away the breath­able air.




    The young blond wom­an fell to her knees, her face, pur­pling.




    Re­mo hauled her back and boost­ed her up to the roof. “Catch your breath,” he called up.

    “I’m go­ing to start pass­ing peo­ple up to you.”




    She tried to speak but could man­age on­ly a cough. With red eyes, she made an Okay sign

    with her fin­gers.




    Re­mo hoist­ed a man up out of his seat and over his head in a smooth, im­pos­si­ble

    mo­tion. He felt Lor­na take the man from his grasp.




    Oth­er pas­sen­gers be­gan to re­vive. They pulled off their oxy­gen masks and with a few

    quick words, Re­mo or­ga­nized them. The strong lift­ing the weak. The first ones to reach the

    top of the fuse­lage pulled those who came af­ter. In a few min­utes, on­ly Re­mo re­mained in

    the cab­in. Even the dead had been re­moved.




    “That’s ev­ery­one,” said Re­mo. “I think.”




    Lor­na called down, “Make sure. Look for chil­dren on the floor.”




    “Right.” Re­mo checked ev­ery seat. At the very rear of the plane, he found the hi­jack­er,

    hud­dled un­der his seat. “Oh, yes. You,” Re­mo said. “Al­most for­got about you.” He grabbed

    the man by his col­lar, took hold of his belt, and swung him like a bag of ma­nure. The

    hi­jack­er screamed as Re­mo let go, and the man sailed up and out the hole in the roof.




    Re­mo start­ed to reach for the ceil­ing but a faint sound made him stop. He opened the

    rest-​room door. There was a lit­tle girl in­side, per­haps five years old, crouched down

    un­der the tiny sink, her thumb in her mouth and her eyes squint­ed shut. She was moan­ing

    soft­ly; that was the sound Re­mo had heard.




    “It’s all right, hon­ey. You can come out now.” The lit­tle girl shut her eyes more

    tight­ly.




    “Don’t be afraid.” Re­mo reached in and pulled her to him and car­ried her from the plane

    just be­fore the flames ex­plod­ed in­to the cab­in.




    An hour lat­er, the air­craft fire had burned it­self out, leav­ing a smok­ing, gut­ted hulk

    ly­ing in the coral-​pink sand­stone desert. The sun was start­ing to go down in the sky.




    Lor­na fin­ished splint­ing a wom­an’s bro­ken arm. She stood up and brushed dust from what

    was left of her uni­form. She had been us­ing scraps of the skirt and sleeves as makeshift

    ban­dages.




    “That’s the last of them,” she told Re­mo. “Have you seen any­thing?”




    “Just flat desert in all di­rec­tions,” Re­mo said. “But there should be res­cue here soon.

    Radar should have picked us up, right?”




    Lor­na shook her head. “Not nec­es­sar­ily,” she said. “Some­times you get in be­tween the

    two radar cov­er­ages and you’re in a dead spot. But when we don’t show up on time, they’ll

    start trac­ing us back­ward. They should get here. “




    “You did good work, Lor­na,” Re­mo said.




    “You did too. The oth­ers think the cab­in split open on im­pact, you know.”




    “And you?” Re­mo said.




    “I saw you tear it open. “




    “You bet­ter take some­thing for that con­cus­sion,” Re­mo said. “You’re imag­in­ing

    things.”




    “Have it your own way,” she said. “Any­thing you want done?”




    “Why me?”




    “The cock­pit crew died on im­pact. I guess you’re in charge.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. He was watch­ing the lit­tle girl he had pulled out at the last minute. She

    was kneel­ing in the sand be­side two still fig­ures, a man and a wom­an. Some­one had placed a

    hand­ker­chief over each of their faces.




    Re­mo walked over and knelt along­side the girl. “Are these your par­ents’?” he asked.




    “They’re in heav­en,” the lit­tle girl said. There were tears in her eyes.




    Re­mo hoist­ed her in his arms and brought her back to Lor­na.




    “Take care of her,” he said.




    “What are you go­ing to do?” the stew­ardess asked.




    “What I’ve been trained to do,” Re­mo said, and he walked out in­to the desert alone.




    The wind had shift­ed the sands, cov­er­ing the tracks, but it made no dif­fer­ence to

    Re­mo. The wind fol­lowed its path and the sand moved ac­cord­ing to sub­tle laws that in some

    way were clear to him.




    There had been foot­prints, he knew. The way the sand had fall­en in told him that, and now

    Re­mo was not track­ing the foot­prints, but track­ing the af­ter­im­ages made by the

    foot­prints. Here the sand was piled too high. There it rilled and scal­loped

    un­nat­ural­ly.




    He was close. Very close.




    Re­mo Williams had killed more men in his past than he could count. Some were just tar­gets,

    names punched up out of Smith’s com­put­ers. Oth­ers he dis­patched in self-​de­fense or in

    de­fense of the na­tion. There were times he killed as ca­su­al­ly as a sur­geon scrubbed his

    hands and there were times Re­mo had been so sick of the killing that he want­ed to quit

    CURE.




    But tonight, with the dy­ing red sun in his eyes, Re­mo want­ed to kill for an

    un­pro­fes­sion­al rea­son. For vengeance.




    He found the hi­jack­er stand­ing on a low spur of rock. The man looked down when he saw

    Re­mo ap­proach. He had worked his hands out of the man­gled re­mains of his ma­chine

    pis­tol.




    “I do not see any­thing,” the sky­jack­er said, in­di­cat­ing the hori­zon with a sweep of

    his arm.




    “I do,” said Re­mo through his teeth.




    “Yes? What?”




    Re­mo came up to the man with a slow pur­pose­ful gait. The sand un­der his shoes made no

    sound.




    “I see an an­imal who places a cause over hu­man life. I see some­one less than hu­man who,

    for stu­pid­ity, de­prives a lit­tle girl of her par­ents.”




    “Hey. Do not shout at me. I am al­so a vic­tim. I too could have been killed.”




    “You’re about to be,” said Re­mo.




    The hi­jack­er backed away, wide-​eyed. “I sur­ren­der.”




    “So did ev­ery­one on that flight,” Re­mo said.




    He had been taught to kill three times in his life-​in Viet­nam, as a po­lice­man, and as an

    as­sas­sin. Each ap­proach was dif­fer­ent, with on­ly one rule in com­mon: strike as quick­ly

    as pos­si­ble.




    Re­mo ig­nored the rule. He killed the hi­jack­er care­ful­ly, silent­ly, an inch at a time.

    The man died slow­ly and not eas­ily. And when his fi­nal shriek had stopped re­ver­ber­at­ing,

    what re­mained of him did not look even re­mote­ly hu­man.




    When it was over, Re­mo dry-​washed his hands with the fine red sand that rolled as far as

    the eye could see, like an ocean of blood.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    If suc­cess could be mea­sured in news­pa­per head­lines, Lyle Laval­lette was the great­est

    au­to­mo­tive ge­nius since Hen­ry Ford.




    The press loved him and his room­ful of scrap­books, which had be­come so vo­lu­mi­nous that

    he had had all his clip­pings trans­ferred to mi­crofiche, were filled with ref­er­ences to

    “The Boy Ge­nius of De­troit” or “Peck’s Bad Boy of the Au­to­mo­tive In­dus­try” or

    “Mav­er­ick Car Builder.” That was his fa­vorite.




    He came by the head­line cov­er­age the old-​fash­ioned way: he earned it. In one of the

    most con­ser­va­tive low-​key in­dus­tries in Amer­ica, Lyle Laval­lette was a breath of fresh

    air. He raced speed­boats; he danced the night away at one fan­cy dis­co af­ter an­oth­er; his

    best friends were rock stars; he squired, then mar­ried, then di­vorced mod­els and

    ac­tress­es, each suc­ces­sive one more beau­ti­ful and emp­ty-​head­ed than the one be­fore.

    He was al­ways good for a quote on any top­ic and three times a year, with­out fail, he

    in­vit­ed all the work­ing press he could get an in­vi­ta­tion to, to large lav­ish par­ties at

    his Grosse Pointe es­tate.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly for Laval­lette, his boss­es in De­troit were more in­ter­est­ed in the

    bot­tom line than in the head­line. So Laval­lette had last­ed no more than five years with

    each of the Big Three.




    His first top-​lev­el job was as de­sign head for Gen­er­al Mo­tors. He ad­vised them to

    make the Cadil­lac small­er. For­get the fins, he said. No­body’ll ev­er buy a car with fins.

    For­tu­nate­ly, Cadil­lac ig­nored him and then fired him.




    Lat­er he showed up in Chrysler’s long-​range plan­ning di­vi­sion. He told them to keep

    mak­ing big cars; peo­ple want to ride in plush-​buck­ets, he said. When Chrysler al­most went

    bel­ly-​up, Laval­lette was fired. Some felt that it was one of the se­cret prices Chrysler had

    to pay to get a fed­er­al loan.




    Laval­lette worked for Ford Mo­tors too, as head of mar­ket­ing. He told the brass to

    for­get build­ing four-​cylin­der cars. They would nev­er sell. Ford, he said, should for­get

    about try­ing to com­pete with Japanese im­ports. The Japanese make noth­ing that doesn’t fall

    apart. Even­tu­al­ly, he was fired.




    It was in the na­ture of De­troit that none of these fir­ings was ev­er called a fir­ing.

    Laval­lette was al­ways per­mit­ted to re­sign; each res­ig­na­tion was an ex­cuse for a press

    par­ty at which Laval­lette dropped hints of some new en­ter­prise he was get­ting him­self

    in­volved in and, their bel­lies filled with ex­pen­sive food and ex­pen­sive wine, the

    news­men went back to their of­fices to write more sto­ries about “What’s Ahead for the

    Mav­er­ick Ge­nius?”




    What was ahead was his own car. Laval­lette went to Nicaragua and con­vinced the

    gov­ern­ment there to put up the mon­ey to open a car plant. His new car would be called,

    nat­ural­ly, the Laval­lette. Five years af­ter he start­ed gear­ing up, the first car rolled

    off the as­sem­bly line. Its trans­mis­sion fell out be­fore it got out of the com­pa­ny

    park­ing lot.




    In the first year, sev­en­ty-​one Laval­lettes were sold. The trans­mis­sions fell out of

    all of them. On those stur­dy enough to be driv­en for two months with­out break­ing down, the

    bod­ies rust­ed. Fend­ers and bumpers fell off.




    Laval­lette sneaked out of Nicaragua late one night and in New York an­nounced the clos­ing

    of the Laval­lette fac­to­ry. He called the Laval­lette “one of the great cars of all time” but

    said that San­din­ista sab­otage was be­hind its fail­ure. “They didn’t want us to suc­ceed,”

    he said. “They blocked us ev­ery step of the way,” he said.




    The press nev­er no­ticed that he didn’t re­al­ly ex­plain who “they” were. His wild

    ac­cu­sa­tions were enough to en­sure him a spate of sto­ries about the Mav­er­ick Ge­nius that

    the Com­mu­nists Tried to Crush. No one men­tioned that the Nicaraguan gov­ern­ment had lent

    Laval­lette nine­ty mil­lion dol­lars and stood to lose its en­tire in­vest­ment.




    And now it was time to meet the press again.




    In his pent­house atop the lux­uri­ous De­troit Plaza Ho­tel, Lyle Laval­lette, pres­ident

    of the new­ly formed Dy­nacar In­dus­tries, primped be­fore a full-​length dress mir­ror.




    He was ad­mir­ing the crease in his two-​hun­dred-​dol­lar trousers. It was just the way he

    liked it, straight-​ra­zor sharp. His Ital­ian-​made jack­et showed off his wasp-​thin waist

    and his broad shoul­ders. Af­ter a mo­ment’s re­flec­tion, he de­cid­ed his shoul­ders did not

    look quite broad enough and made a men­tal note to or­der more padding with his next suit. The

    white silk hand­ker­chief in his breast pock­et formed two peaks, one slight­ly high­er than

    the oth­er. Just right. It matched his tie and his tie matched his white hair. For years, he

    had told the press that his hair had turned white when he was fif­teen years old. The fact was

    that as a teenag­er he was called “Red” and he now had his hair stripped and bleached ev­ery

    week by a hairstylist, that be­ing the on­ly way he could guar­an­tee that he would not ap­pear

    as a head­line in the En­quir­er: -MAV­ER­ICK CAR GE­NIUS SE­CRET­LY A RED­HEAD.”




    Just the thought of such a head­line made Laval­lette wince. He picked up a hand mir­ror

    just as his per­son­al sec­re­tary stepped in­to the suite.




    “The press is here, Mr. Laval­lette,” the sec­re­tary cooed. He had hired her out of near­ly

    six­ty ap­pli­cants, all of whom he sub­ject­ed to what he called “the el­bow test. “




    The el­bow test was sim­ple. Each ap­pli­cant was tak­en aside and asked to clasp her hands

    be­hind her head un­til her el­bows pro­ject­ed straight ahead, like a pris­on­er of war in an

    old movie.




    “Now walk to­ward the wall,” Laval­lette told them.




    “That’s all?”




    “Un­til your el­bows touch the wall.”




    The ap­pli­cants whose el­bows touched the wall be­fore their chests did were

    dis­qual­ified. Out of the sev­en pass­ing ap­pli­cants, the on­ly one who hadn’t tried to slap

    him or bring a sex­ual-​ha­rass­ment suit was Miss Melanie Blaze and he had hired her

    in­stant­ly. She was noth­ing as a sec­re­tary but she was good for his im­age, es­pe­cial­ly

    now that he was be­tween wives. And he liked her for the way her cleav­age en­tered a room a

    full half-​beat be­fore the rest of her.




    “You look fine,” she said. “Are you ready for the press con­fer­ence?”




    “It’s not a press con­fer­ence,” Laval­lette said. “That comes to­mor­row.”




    “Yes, sir,” said Miss Blaze, who could have sworn that when a busi­ness­man called in the

    me­dia for the ex­press pur­pose of mak­ing a for­mal an­nounce­ment, it con­sti­tut­ed a press

    con­fer­ence.




    “Would you please hold this mir­ror for me, Miss Blaze?” The young red­head saun­tered on

    high heels to take the mir­ror and was im­me­di­ate­ly sor­ry she had.




    “Aaargghh!” howled Laval­lette.




    “What is it? What’s wrong?” she squealed. She thought he must have seen a pre­can­cer­ous

    mole on his face.




    “A hair,” Laval­lette shrieked. “Look at it.”




    “I’m look­ing, I’m look­ing. If we get you to a doc­tor, maybe it can be cut out,” she said,

    re­mem­ber­ing that hair grow­ing out of a mole was a bad sign. But she still couldn’t see the

    mole.




    “What are you yam­mer­ing about, you id­iot? There’s a hair out of place.”




    “Where?”




    “Back of my head. It’s as plain as day.”




    Miss Blaze looked and looked some more. Fi­nal­ly, Lyle Laval­lette point­ed it out.




    Yes, there was a hair out of place, Miss Blaze agreed. But it would take an elec­tron

    mi­cro­scope for any­one to see it.




    “Are you mak­ing fun of me, Miss Blaze?”




    “No, Sir. I just don’t think any­one will no­tice. Be­sides, it’s at the back of your head.

    The cam­eras will just be shoot­ing front views, won’t they?”




    “And what if an En­quir­er pho­tog­ra­pher is in the pack? What if he sneaks around to the

    side? You know how they latch on to these things. I can see the head­line now: ‘LYLE

    LAVAL­LETTE. HEAD OF DY­NACAR IN­DUS­TRIES. LOS­ING HAIR. Shock­ing De­tails In­side.’ They’ll

    have my face in be­tween the Abom­inable Snow­man and the wom­an in Malaysia who gave birth to

    a goat. I can’t have it.”




    “I’ll get a comb.”




    “No, no, no. Take a comb to this hair and we’ll have to start all over again. It’ll take

    hours. Get a tweez­ers. And some hair spray. Hur­ry.”




    When she re­turned, he said, “Good. Now care­ful­ly, re­al­ly care­ful­ly, use the tweez­ers

    and put the hair back in its prop­er groove.”




    “I’m do­ing it. Just stop shak­ing, huh.”




    “I can’t help it. This is se­ri­ous. Is it in place?”




    “I think so. Yeah. It is.”




    “Okay. Now, quick­ly . . . use the spray.”




    Miss Blaze shook the can and ap­plied a quick jet. “More. More than that. Lard it on. I

    don’t want that suck­er pop­ping up at a cru­cial mo­ment.”




    “It’s your hair,” said his sec­re­tary, who no­ticed that the in­gre­di­ents on the can

    in­clud­ed liq­ue­fied Krazy Glue. She emp­tied half the can on the back of Laval­lette’s snow

    white hair. He looked it over and per­mit­ted him­self one of his daz­zling­ly per­fect smiles.

    It could not have been more per­fect if he still had his nat­ural teeth.




    “Okay, we’re all set. Let’s go get ‘em,” Laval­lette said.




    “You sure go to a lot of trou­ble over the way you look, Mr. Laval­lette,” she said.




    “Im­age, Miss Blaze,” Laval­lette said. He gave his shirt cuffs a fi­nal shoot so they

    pro­ject­ed a pre­cise half-​inch be­yond the jack­et sleeves. “Im­age is ev­ery­thing.”




    “Sub­stance too,” she said light­ly.




    “Sub­stance sucks. Im­age,” Laval­lette in­sist­ed.




    “Who are we wait­ing for any­way?” a pho­tog­ra­pher asked a news­man in­side the ho­tel’s

    grand ball­room.




    “Lyle Laval­lette.”




    “Who’s he?” the pho­tog­ra­pher asked.




    “The Mav­er­ick Ge­nius of the Car In­dus­try,” the re­porter said.




    “I nev­er heard of him. What’s he done?”




    “Back in the old days, when there was a Gen­er­al Mo­tors and a Ford and a Chrysler

    com­pa­ny, back be­fore all the buy­outs and merg­ers, Laval­lette was the guid­ing ge­nius who

    led them to new heights.”




    “I still nev­er heard of him,” the pho­tog­ra­pher said.




    “Then you’re a clod,” the re­porter said.




    “I got no prob­lem with that,” the pho­tog­ra­pher said. He looked up as he heard a

    smat­ter­ing of ap­plause, and saw Laval­lette walk­ing to the podi­um be­hind which was

    mount­ed the ten-​foot-​square lo­go of the new Dy­nacar In­dus­tries.




    “Is that him?” the pho­tog­ra­pher said.




    “Yes. That is Lyle Laval­lette. Mav­er­ick Ge­nius.”




    “He bleach­es his hair,” the pho­tog­ra­pher said.




    “Take his pic­ture any­way,” the re­porter said dis­gust­ed­ly. Some peo­ple, he thought,

    had no sense of his­to­ry. Laval­lette was bathed in elec­tron­ic light from all the

    pho­tog­ra­phers’ strobe units flash­ing. He could nev­er un­der­stand it. Why didn’t the print

    me­dia just hire a hand­ful of pho­tog­ra­phers to take a few pic­tures and then divvy them up?

    In­stead, they hired a zil­lion pho­tog­ra­phers to take a zil­lion pic­tures and on­ly a

    frac­tion of them ev­er made it in­to print. What hap­pened to the rest? Laval­lette imag­ined

    a big file some­where hold­ing enough pho­tos of him­self to have a dif­fer­ent one print­ed

    be­side ev­ery def­ini­tion in the dic­tio­nary.




    Well, to­day he was glad to see all the pho­tog­ra­phers. It showed that Lyle Laval­lette

    hadn’t lost his touch with the press and he was go­ing to give them enough to keep them

    in­ter­est­ed.




    He let the pic­ture-​tak­ing go on for a full three min­utes, then stepped be­hind the

    podi­um and raised a qui­et­ing hand.




    “Ladies and gen­tle­men of the press,” he be­gan in a sonorous voice. “I’m hap­py to see you

    and hap­py to see so many old friends. In case you were won­der­ing what hap­pened to me, let

    me just tell you that Mav­er­ick Car Builders don’t die and they don’t fade away ei­ther. We

    just keep com­ing back.”




    There was a warm-​spir­it­ed chuck­le through the au­di­ence. “As some of you know, I’ve

    spent the last few years work­ing in Nicaragua, fight­ing my lone­ly fight against

    to­tal­itar­ian op­pres­sion. There are some, I know, who think I failed be­cause the car I

    built there did not es­tab­lish it­self among the ma­jor car lines of the world.” He paused and

    looked around the room dra­mat­ical­ly. The er­rant hair, he knew, was still in place and he

    was pleased with the way things were go­ing. If on­ly they kept go­ing just as well.




    “I don’t think I failed. I helped to bring some good old car-​mak­ing know-​how to Nicaragua

    and I’m sure the lives of the peo­ple will nev­er be the same be­cause of our ef­forts there.

    That alone would have been enough of a suc­cess for me be­cause spread­ing free­dom is what the

    au­to in­dus­try is all about. But I had an even greater suc­cess while I was there.” He paused

    again to look around.




    “While I was fight­ing my lone­ly bat­tle against op­pres­sion, I spent all my free time in

    my re­search-​and-​de­vel­op­ment lab­ora­to­ry and I’m proud to tell you to­day that this

    ef­fort paid off. We are prepar­ing to an­nounce a car de­sign so rev­olu­tion­ary, so

    im­por­tant that from this time on the au­to­mo­bile in­dus­try as we have known and loved it

    will be for­ev­er changed.”




    A gasp rose from the crowd. The tele­vi­sion peo­ple jos­tled clos­er, bring­ing their

    video­cams in to Laval­lette’s tanned face. He won­dered if they were try­ing to get prints of

    the reti­nas of his eyes. He’d read some­where that reti­na prints were like fin­ger­prints, no

    two be­ing alike.




    “This dis­cov­ery is so world-​shak­ing that two days ago, in­dus­try thieves broke in­to

    the new Dy­nacar In­dus­tries build­ing here in De­troit and made off with what they be­lieved

    was the on­ly ex­ist­ing pro­to­type of this new car,” Laval­lette said. He smiled broad­ly.

    “They were wrong.”




    He lift­ed his hands to still the shout­ed bar­rage of ques­tions.




    “To­mor­row in the new Dy­nacar build­ing, I will un­veil this great dis­cov­ery. I am

    here­with ex­tend­ing an in­vi­ta­tion to the heads of Gen­er­al Au­tos, Amer­ican Au­tos, and

    Na­tion­al Au­tos-​the Big Three–to at­tend so they can per­son­al­ly see what the fu­ture will

    be like. I will take no ques­tions now; I will see you all to­mor­row. Thank you for com­ing.

    “




    He turned and stepped down from the podi­um.




    “What did he say?” asked a re­porter from GQ who had been busy tak­ing notes on what

    Laval­lette was wear­ing and had not lis­tened to what he said.




    “He said the press con­fer­ence is to­mor­row,” said an­oth­er re­porter.




    “To­mor­row? Then what was this?”




    “Search me.”




    “Hey. What was this if it wasn’t the press con­fer­ence?” the GQ re­porter called out to

    Miss Blaze as she walked away be­hind Laval­lette.




    She start­ed to shrug. But in­stead she screamed. She screamed be­cause, as the news peo­ple

    surged to record Lyte Laval­lette leav­ing the room, two shots rang out and Laval­lette was

    slammed against the wall.




    “He’s been shot. Some­one shot Laval­lette.”




    “What? Shot?”




    “Some­one call an am­bu­lance,” shrieked Miss Blaze.




    “Where’s the gun­man? He must be in this room. Find him. Get his sto­ry.”




    A net­work news­man jumped up be­hind the podi­um and waved his arms fran­ti­cal­ly. “If the

    gun­man is still in this room, I can of­fer an ex­clu­sive con­tract to ap­pear on Night­watch.

    We’ll al­so pick up your le­gal fees.”




    “I’ll dou­ble that of­fer,” yelled some­one from a ca­ble news sys­tem.




    “I didn’t men­tion a price,” said the net­work man. “How can you dou­ble it?”




    “I’m of­fer­ing a blank check,” the ca­ble man said loud­ly. He jumped up on­to the small

    stage at the front of the room, yanked his check­book from his pock­et, and waved it around his

    head, hop­ing the gun­man would see him. “Name your price,” he shout­ed. “A blank check.”




    “A cred­it card,” the net­work man shout­ed back. “I’m of­fer­ing a net­work cred­it card.

    That’s bet­ter than his blank check.”




    “Oooooh,” groaned Lyle Laval­lette on the floor.




    “Can we quote you on that?” a wom­an with a mi­cro­phone asked him.




    The tele­vi­sion news peo­ple had their cam­eras aimed in all di­rec­tions. They filmed Lyle

    laval­lette ly­ing on the gold rug with a stupid ex­pres­sion on his face. They filmed Miss

    Blaze, his sec­re­tary, with her Grand Canyon cleav­age and hot tears stream­ing down her

    cheeks. They filmed each oth­er. They missed noth­ing.




    Ex­cept the gun­man.




    Af­ter fir­ing two shots point-​blank at Lyle Laval­lette’s chest, the gun­man had slipped

    his Beretta Olympic in­to the hol­low com­part­ment built in­to his video cam­era and

    pre­tend­ed to shoot more footage. He did not try to run away be­cause he knew he would not

    have to. In the en­tire his­to­ry of the uni­verse, no news­man con­front­ed with dis­as­ter,

    whether nat­ural or man-​made, had ev­er of­fered as­sis­tance. They filmed peo­ple burn­ing to

    death and nev­er made an at­tempt to throw a blan­ket over the flames. They in­ter­viewed mass

    killers, on the run from the po­lice, and nev­er made any at­tempt to have the crim­inals

    ar­rest­ed. They seemed to be­lieve that the on­ly peo­ple who should be ap­pre­hend­ed and put

    in jail were Pres­idents of the Unit­ed States and peo­ple who did not sup­port school

    bus­ing.




    So the gun­man wait­ed un­til the am­bu­lance came and took Lyle Laval­lette away. He

    wait­ed around while the po­lice were there, and pre­tend­ed to take film of them. When the

    po­lice were done in­ter­view­ing peo­ple and tak­ing down ev­ery­one’s name, he left with the

    oth­er news­men.




    He heard one of them say, “It’s aw­ful. It would on­ly hap­pen in Amer­ica. Who’d shoot a

    Mav­er­ick Car Ge­nius?”




    “They must have thought he was a politi­cian. Prob­ably the Pres­ident shot him be­cause he

    thought Laval­lette was go­ing to run for Pres­ident.”




    “No,” an­oth­er one said. “It was big busi­ness. The cap­ital­ists. The Big Three had him

    shot be­cause he was go­ing to hurt their car sales.”




    The man with the scar who had shot Lyle Laval­lette lis­tened to all of them and he knew

    they were all wrong. Lyle Laval­lette was shot sim­ply be­cause his was the first name on the

    list.




    That af­ter­noon; the De­troit Free Press re­ceived an anony­mous let­ter. It said sim­ply

    that Laval­lette was on­ly the first. One by one, the au­tomak­ers of Amer­ica would be killed

    be­fore they had a chance to to­tal­ly de­stroy the en­vi­ron­ment. “Enough in­no­cent peo­ple

    have al­ready died from air-​pol­lut­ing in­fer­nal ma­chines,” the let­ter said. “It is time

    some of the guilty died too. And they will.” Harold Smith took an­oth­er swig of Maalox.

    Be­yond the big pic­ture win­dows of his of­fice, look­ing out on Long Is­land Sound, a skiff

    tacked close to the wind. Strong gusts blew up and pushed against the sail and the skiff

    list­ed so sharply it looked ready to cap­size. But Smith knew that sail­craft were bal­anced

    so that the sail above and the keel be­low formed a sin­gle ver­ti­cal ax­is. The wind could

    push the sail over on­ly so far, be­cause of the coun­ter­pres­sure from the keel be­low the

    wa­ter. When the sail reached its max­imum tilt, the wind glanced harm­less­ly off. Per­fect

    equi­lib­ri­um.




    Some­times Smith felt CURE was like that. A per­fect­ly bal­anced keel for the sail­boat

    that was the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment. But some­times just as a re­al­ly rough sea could

    cap­size a sail­boat if it was struck in just the wrong way at the wrong time-​even CURE could

    not al­ways hold Amer­ica on an even keel.




    It felt that way right now. Smith had just got­ten off the tele­phone with the

    Pres­ident.




    “I know I can on­ly sug­gest mis­sions,” the Pres­ident had said. His voice was as cheer­ful

    as if he had just fin­ished his fa­vorite lunch.




    “Yes, sir,” Smith said.




    “But you know about this De­troit thing.”




    “It looks as if it might be se­ri­ous, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “Darned tootin’ it’s se­ri­ous,” said the Pres­ident. “The car in­dus­try is just get­ting

    back on its feet. We can’t have some en­vi­ron­ment cuck­oo killing ev­ery­body in

    De­troit.”




    “For­tu­nate­ly, Laval­lette is still alive,” Smith said. “He was wear­ing a bul­let­proof

    vest.”




    “I think all the rest of them need more than a bul­let­proof vest,” the Pres­ident said. “I

    think they need your two spe­cial men.”




    “I’ll have to make that de­ci­sion, Mr. Pres­ident. This might just be the work of a

    vi­cious prankster.”




    “I don’t think it is, though. Do you?”




    “I’ll let you know. Good-​bye, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said and dis­con­nect­ed the

    tele­phone that con­nect­ed di­rect­ly with the White House.




    Smith had dis­liked be­ing abrupt but it was the tone he had tak­en with all the pre­vi­ous

    Pres­idents who had turned to CURE to solve a prob­lem. It had been writ­ten in­to the ini­tial

    plans for CURE: a Pres­ident could on­ly sug­gest as­sign­ments, not or­der them. This was to

    pre­vent CURE from ev­er be­com­ing a con­trolled wing of the ex­ec­utive branch. There was

    on­ly one pres­iden­tial or­der that Smith would ac­cept: dis­band CURE.




    Smith had been abrupt for an­oth­er rea­son too. Re­mo had not yet re­port­ed in af­ter his

    last as­sign­ment against the Ravine Rapist on the air­plane, but while check­ing the re­ports

    of the Laval­lette as­sault, Smith had run across his name.




    The po­lice at the scene had du­ti­ful­ly tak­en down the name of ev­ery­one in the room

    where the au­tomak­er was shot.




    And at the bot­tom of the list was print­ed the name of Re­mo Williams, pho­tog­ra­pher.




    It was not the kind of name like Joe Smith or Bill John­son that some­one would just make up

    out of the air. Any­one who wrote down the name “Re­mo Williams” had to know Re­mo Williams . .

    . or be Re­mo Williams.




    And no one knew Re­mo Williams.




    Smith shook his head and drank some more Maalox. The con­clu­sion was in­escapable. For some

    rea­son, Re­mo was free-​lanc­ing and it was time for Smith to act.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    “I say we leave,” said Lawrence Tem­pley John­son.




    He was a big, bluff man, the kind who ran wild in Amer­ica’s cor­po­rate board­rooms. Even

    with his suit re­duced to cut­off pants and his white shirt a rag, his takecharge man­ner clung

    to him like a stale odor.




    “I say we stay,” said Re­mo qui­et­ly. “So we stay. End of dis­cus­sion.”




    It was turn­ing cold now on the desert. The sun­baked sand had giv­en up the last of its

    stored heat, and now the chill was set­ting in­to ev­ery­one’s bones.




    “Why?” de­mand­ed Lawrence Tem­pley John­son. “I want to know why.”




    Re­mo was look­ing at a wom­an’s bro­ken arm. Lor­na had put on a splint, but the wom­an was

    still in deep pain. Re­mo took the wom­an’s shat­tered arm in his fin­gers and gen­tly knead­ed

    the flesh from wrist to el­bow, not sure of what to do, but grow­ing more con­fi­dent as he

    worked the arm.




    He could sense the breaks. Three of them, all be­low the el­bow, and the bro­ken pieces of

    bone had not been aligned cor­rect­ly.




    “I want to know why,” John­son re­peat­ed. He was us­ing a foot-​high rock near the hull of

    the burned-​out jetcraft as a soap­box and he sound­ed like a politi­cian in train­ing. He was

    start­ing to get on Re­mo’s nerves.




    “How does it feel now?” Re­mo asked the wom­an.




    “A lit­tle bet­ter. I think.”




    Re­mo sud­den­ly squeezed and the wom­an gasped, but when the first shock sub­sid­ed, both

    she and Re­mo knew the bones had been prop­er­ly aligned. Re­mo mas­saged a nerve in her neck

    to ease the dull heal­ing pain that would come lat­er.




    “Thank you,” the wom­an said.




    “I’m talk­ing to you,” said Lawrence Tem­pley John­son. “How dare you ig­nore me? Who do you

    think you are?” He looked around at the sur­vivors, who sat, dul­ly, on the sand near the

    plane. “Look at him,” he told them. “Look how he’s dressed. He’s a no­body. He prob­ably fix­es

    cars for a liv­ing. I’m tak­ing charge here and I say we’re leav­ing.”




    Re­mo stood and ca­su­al­ly brushed sand off the legs of his chi­no pants.




    “We’re stay­ing be­cause it’s just a mat­ter of time be­fore the res­cue planes come,” Re­mo

    said. “If we start wan­der­ing around this desert, we might nev­er be found.”




    “We’ve been wait­ing hours for these so-​called res­cue planes,” the oth­er man snapped. “I

    say we leave.”




    “I say we stay,” Re­mo said cold­ly.




    “Who ap­point­ed you cock of the walk? Let’s put it to a vote,” said John­son, who had

    vi­sions of a Hol­ly­wood movie chron­icling how he had led his strand­ed fel­low pas­sen­gers

    out of the desert. Star­ring Roger Moore as Lawrence Tem­pley John­son. He would have

    pre­ferred David Niv­en but David Niv­en was dead. “We’ll vote. This is a democ­ra­cy. “




    “No,” said Re­mo. “It’s a desert. And any­body who wan­ders out in­to it is go­ing to

    die.”




    “We’ll see about that.” John­son raised his voice. “Ev­ery­body in fa­vor of get­ting out of

    here, say ‘Aye.’ “




    No one said “Aye.” They vot­ed with their rear ends, keep­ing them firm­ly plant­ed in the

    sand.




    “Fools,” John­son snapped. “Well, I’m go­ing.”




    “I’m sor­ry. I can’t let you do that,” Re­mo said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause I promised my­self we’d all get out of here alive. I’m not go­ing to let you

    be­come buz­zard bait.” John­son jumped off the small rock and marched to­ward Re­mo. He poked

    him in the chest with his in­dex fin­ger. “You’re go­ing to have to get a lot big­ger re­al

    quick if you think you’re go­ing to stop me.”




    “Say good night, John­son,” Re­mo mum­bled. And mum­bled an an­swer to him­self: “Good night

    John­son.” And pressed his right hand in­to the big­ger man’s throat, squeezed for a mo­ment,

    then caught him as he crum­pled and laid him on the sand next to the plane.




    “He’s not hurt, is he?” Lor­na asked.




    Re­mo shook his head. “Just asleep.” He looked around at the oth­er crash sur­vivors, who

    were watch­ing him. “He’ll be okay, folks. Mean­time, I think all of you ought to move clos­er

    to­geth­er to try to keep each oth­er warm. Just un­til the res­cuers get here.”




    “They’re re­al­ly com­ing?” the lit­tle girl asked.




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “I promise.”




    “Good. Then I’m go­ing to sleep.”




    Lat­er, with the stars wheel­ing in the ebony sky above their heads, Re­mo and Lor­na

    slipped away from the oth­ers. “You’ve nev­er told me your last name,” she said, as she took

    his arm.




    “I don’t have one,” Re­mo said. He sat on a slight­ly el­evat­ed dune and the young wom­an

    moved down light­ly be­side him.




    “I thought you were a re­al wiseass back on the plane, even if I was at­tract­ed to you. But

    I was wrong. You’re no wiseass.”




    “Don’t get too close to me,” he said.




    “What?”




    He took a long look at a big moon, perched atop a spire, miles away. It looked like a

    fu­tur­is­tic desert lamp. The wind blew a fine sand spray off the tops of the small dunes. The

    sand hissed.




    “When the res­cue planes come, I’m leav­ing. My own way. I’d ap­pre­ci­ate it if you’d just

    not even men­tion me,” he said.




    “But you’re the one who saved ev­ery­body. You got them out of the plane. You’ve tak­en care

    of them since then. That lit­tle girl . . . she adores you.”




    “Yeah. Swell. But I’m still van­ish­ing when the planes come, so just for­get about me.”




    “Why? Are you a crim­inal or some­thing?”




    “Not a crim­inal, but some­thing,” Re­mo said. “You know, I nev­er had a fam­ily. This is

    the first time I ev­er felt I be­longed with peo­ple.” He laughed bit­ter­ly. “And it took a

    plane crash to make it hap­pen.”




    “It hap­pened though,” she said.




    “When do you think the planes will come for us?” he said.




    “Soon,” she an­swered. “I’m sur­prised they haven’t ar­rived by now.”




    She put her hands to his face. “But we have a lit­tle while, don’t we?” she asked

    qui­et­ly.




    “We do,” he said and brought Lor­na down to the sand with him. Their lips met first, hun­gry

    and sad. Re­mo reached for her right wrist in­stinc­tive­ly, ready to be­gin the slow fin­ger

    mas­sage that was the first of the thir­ty-​sev­en steps of the Sinan­ju love tech­nique.




    Then he re­mem­bered how it had al­ways been with Sinan­ju love tech­niques.




    “Hell with it,” he mum­bled and he just took her. Their bod­ies joined plea­sur­ably,

    un­rhyth­mi­cal­ly. Each time one of them came to a peak, the oth­er slid off it. It was long,

    el­emen­tal, some­times frus­trat­ing, but nat­ural, and when the peak did come, it came to

    both of them at once.




    And that made it worth all the ef­fort in the world, Re­mo thought.




    She fell asleep in his arms and Re­mo looked at the sky, know­ing their first time

    to­geth­er was al­so their last.




    The tele­phone had been ring­ing, on and off, for hours but Chi­un had de­clined to an­swer

    it. It was prob­ably Re­mo call­ing and if Chi­un an­swered it and then asked him had Re­mo yet

    spo­ken to Nel­lie Wil­son, Re­mo would have some lame ex­cuse about how he had been too busy,

    and it would all just an­noy Chi­un, the way Re­mo al­ways did. And it was al­so good to let

    Re­mo wait awhile, lest he de­vel­op the habit of tele­phon­ing and ex­pect­ing Chi­un to

    an­swer im­me­di­ate­ly, like a ser­vant.




    Three hours of in­ter­mit­tent tele­phone ring­ing seemed like enough pun­ish­ment to Chi­un

    so he went to the tele­phone in the cor­ner of the ho­tel room, lift­ed the re­ceiv­er, and

    said slow­ly, “Who is speak­ing?”




    The re­ceiv­er crack­led and hissed in his ear. “Who is there? Who is there?”




    More crack­ling and hiss­ing and Chi­un said, “Fool de­vice.”




    “Chi­un, this is Smith,” came the voice.




    “Em­per­or Smith. I thought you were Re­mo.”




    “Why?” asked Smith sharply. “Have you heard from Re­mo?”




    “No, but I ex­pect him to call at any mo­ment.”




    “You don’t know where he is ei­ther?” Smith asked.




    “I have not heard from him,” Chi­un said.




    “Chi­un, I have a re­port that in­di­cates Re­mo may be in De­troit. He is try­ing to kill

    Amer­ica’s top au­to­mo­bile ex­ec­utives.”




    “Good,” Chi­un said. “At least he is work­ing.”




    “No. You don’t un­der­stand. He’s not on as­sign­ment.”




    “He is prac­tic­ing then,” Chi­un said. “That is al­most as good. “




    “Chi­un, I think he’s free-​lanc­ing for some­one else.”




    “Strange,” Chi­un said un­der his breath. Loud­er, he said, “He is per­haps try­ing to earn

    ex­tra mon­ey to do­nate to the im­pov­er­ished of Sinan­ju. That would be nice. “




    “We have to stop him,” Smith said.




    “What do you have against the poor of Sinan­ju?” Chi­un asked.




    “Lis­ten to me, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Re­mo is run­ning amok in De­troit, I think. He may be

    on the oth­er side.”




    Chi­un spat. “There is no oth­er side. There is on­ly Sinan­ju.”




    “He shot a man to­day.”




    “Shot?”




    “With a gun,” said Smith.




    “Ai­ii­ieeee,” wailed Chi­un.




    “Now you un­der­stand the grav­ity of the sit­ua­tion,” Smith said.




    “A gun,” said Chi­un. “To pro­fane Sinan­ju with a me­chan­ical weapon. It is not

    pos­si­ble. Re­mo would not dare. “




    “Some­one shot the pres­ident of Dy­nacar In­dus­tries ear­li­er to­day. Peo­ple took a list

    of names of ev­ery­one there, and Re­mo’s name was on the list.”




    “There is your proof that you are mis­tak­en,” Chi­un said. “Re­mo can­not even write his

    own name.”




    “Chi­un, you have to go to De­troit. If Re­mo shows up and is free-​lanc­ing, you have to

    stop him.”




    “This is out­side our con­tract­ed agree­ments,” Chi­un said.




    “We’ll talk about that lat­er. I’m send­ing a car for you and I’ve booked you on a flight in

    an hour.”




    “Out­side our con­tract,” Chi­un re­peat­ed.




    “We’ll wor­ry about that lat­er,” Smith said.




    “Ear­li­er we had dis­cussed some land,” Chi­un said.




    “For­get Dis­ney­land. If Re­mo’s act­ing on his own, you have to stop him. That’s in the

    con­tract. And then there won’t be any more con­tracts.




    “Very well. I will go. But I tell you that Re­mo would nev­er use a gun or any boom

    thing.”




    “When you get there, you can see if that’s right or not,” Smith said. “This would-​be killer

    has threat­ened the heads of all the ma­jor au­to com­pa­nies.”




    “Then who will I guard?” Chi­un asked. “How do I choose?”




    “To­day, the gun­man tried to get Lyle Laval­lette. He’s a very high-​pro­file au­tomak­er.

    Al­ways in the press. It may be log­ical that his next tar­get will be Drake Man­gan, the head

    of Na­tion­al Au­tos. He’s just writ­ten a book and he’s on a lot of tele­vi­sion shows. If

    Re­mo or who­ev­er it is is try­ing to make a pub­lic­ity splash, Man­gan might be next on the

    list.”




    “I will go see this Man­gan and I will bring you this im­pos­tor’s head, so you can

    apol­ogize to both Re­mo and me for your er­ror. Good-​bye.”




    Chi­un slammed down the tele­phone, crack­ing the re­ceiv­er and send­ing in­ter­nal parts

    fly­ing like pop­ping corn. Work­ing for a white was bad enough but work­ing for a white

    lu­natic was worse. Still, what if Smith were right? What if some­thing had hap­pened and Re­mo

    was work­ing on his own?




    Chin looked across the room at his thir­teen steam­er trunks. He de­cid­ed he would pack

    light. He would not be in De­troit for long. Just six steam­er trunks.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Drake Man­gan had be­come the head of the huge Na­tion­al Au­to Com­pa­ny the

    old-​fash­ioned way: he had mar­ried in­to it.




    Since the be­gin­ning of the au­to in­dus­try, the Cranston fam­ily-​be­gin­ning with Jethro

    Cranston, who hooked a steam en­gine on­to a horse­less car­riage back in 1898-had

    spear­head­ed vir­tu­al­ly ev­ery ma­jor de­vel­op­ment that ran on rub­ber tires. When old

    Jethro had died, his son Grant took over and Cranston went in­ter­na­tion­al. And when the next

    son, Brant, took over, ev­ery­one knew the fu­ture of Cranston Mo­tors was as­sured for at

    least an­oth­er gen­er­ation. A drunk driv­er in a Ford pick­up changed all that when he plowed

    in­to Brant Cranston’s limou­sine at a stop sign in 1959.




    Con­trol of the com­pa­ny fell then in­to the some­what shaky hands of the sole sur­viv­ing

    Cranston, Myra. At the time, Myra was twen­ty-​two, spoiled, and on her way to earn­ing a black

    belt in so­cial drink­ing. Drake Man­gan was her boyfriend.




    They had been in a restau­rant over­look­ing the De­troit Riv­er when the bad news came.

    Drake Man­gan had picked the restau­rant, whose wines were the prici­est in the city, to break

    the bad news that he was call­ing it quits af­ter eight months of dat­ing Myra and not get­ting

    to first base. He wait­ed un­til Myra had gone through two bot­tles of Bor­deaux be­fore

    broach­ing the sub­ject. He hoped she was drunk enough not to throw a tantrum be­cause her

    tantrums were fa­mous.




    “Myra, I have some­thing very im­por­tant to tell you,” Man­gan be­gan. He was an

    im­pres­sive man of thir­ty, al­though his hood­ed dark eyes and aquiline nose made him look a

    sol­id ten years old­er. He was chief comptroller at Cranston Mo­tors and had been at­tract­ed

    to Myra sole­ly be­cause she was the boss’s daugh­ter. But even that en­tice­ment had worn thin

    af­ter eight months of dat­ing the wom­an De­troit so­ci­ety had nick­named the Iron

    Vir­gin.




    Myra gig­gled. Her eyes shone with gid­dy al­co­holic light.




    “Yesh, Drake.”




    “We’ve been to­geth­er for al­most a year now-“




    “Eight months,” Myra cor­rect­ed, lift­ing her glass in a toast. “Eight looooooong

    months.”




    “Yes. And there comes a time in ev­ery re­la­tion­ship when it ei­ther grows or dies. And I

    think that in the case of ours, it has-“




    At that mo­ment, a pair of uni­formed po­lice of­fi­cers came to their ta­ble, their faces

    so solemn­ly set that they might have been a pair of walk­ing book­ends.




    “Miss Cranston?” one of them said. “I re­gret to in­form you that there’s been a ter­ri­ble

    tragedy in your fam­ily. Your broth­er is . . . gone.”




    Myra looked at the of­fi­cer through an un­com­pre­hend­ing al­co­holic haze.




    “Gone,” she said. “Gone where?”




    The of­fi­cers looked even more un­com­fort­able. “What I mean to say, Miss Cranston, is

    that he is de­ceased. I’m sor­ry.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” said Myra Cranston truth­ful­ly. She gave a lit­tle bub­bly hic­cup

    at that point.




    Drake Man­gan un­der­stood. He un­der­stood per­fect­ly. He hand­ed each of­fi­cer a

    twen­ty-​dol­lar bill and said, “Thank you both very much. I think I should han­dle this.”




    The of­fi­cers were hap­py to com­ply and walked quick­ly from the restau­rant.




    “What was that all about?” asked Myra, fill­ing an­oth­er pair of wine­glass­es. She had red

    wine on the right and white wine on the left. She liked to drink them al­ter­nate­ly.

    Some­times she mixed them. Once she had mixed them in a saucer and sipped from it.




    “I’ll ex­plain lat­er, dar­ling,” Man­gan said.




    “First time you ev­er called me dar­ling,” Myra said with a gig­gle.




    “That’s be­cause I’ve made a dis­cov­ery,” Drake Man­gan said, sum­mon­ing up all the

    sin­cer­ity he could muster. “I love you, Myra.”




    “You do?” She hic­cuped.




    “Pas­sion­ate­ly. And I want to mar­ry you.” He took her clam­my blotched-​skin hand in his.

    “Will you mar­ry me, dear­est?” He felt like throw­ing up but busi­ness was busi­ness.




    “This is so sud­den.”




    “I can’t wait. Let’s get mar­ried tonight. We’ll find a jus­tice of the peace.”




    “Tonight? With my broth­er gone? He’d want to be there. “




    “He’ll un­der­stand. Come on, let’s get go­ing.” The jus­tice of the peace was

    re­luc­tant.




    “Are you sure you want to mar­ry her?” he asked du­bi­ous­ly.




    “Of course,” said Man­gan. “What’s wrong with her?”




    “Your in­tend­ed can bare­ly stand up.”




    “Then we’ll have the cer­emo­ny sit­ting down. Here’s the ring. Let’s get on with it,

    man.”




    “Are you sure you wish to mar­ry this man, miss?” the jus­tice asked Myra.




    Myra gig­gled. “My broth­er’s gone but he won’t mind.”




    The jus­tice of the peace shrugged and per­formed the cer­emo­ny.




    There was no hon­ey­moon. Just a fu­ner­al for Brant Cranston. Even af­ter the fu­ner­al,

    there had been no hon­ey­moon, and now, al­most thir­ty years lat­er, Myra Cranston Man­gan was

    still, as far as her hus­band knew, a vir­gin.




    But Drake Man­gan didn’t care. He now had con­trol of Cranston Mo­tors and he kept con­trol

    of it dur­ing all the buy­outs and merg­ers and re­or­ga­ni­za­tions that got rid of the

    clas­sic old Big Three and cre­at­ed a new Big Three: Gen­er­al Au­tos, Amer­ican Au­tos, and

    Na­tion­al Au­tos, which Man­gan now head­ed.




    Pres­ident of Na­tion­al Au­tos. Draw­ing his mil­lion-​dol­lar-​a-​year salary. It was all

    that mat­tered to Drake Man­gan. Ex­cept, maybe some­day, get­ting in­to his wife’s pants. Just

    to see what it was like.




    Af­ter the at­tempt on Lyle Laval­lette’s life, the po­lice had of­fered him pro­tec­tion.

    He turned them down. He had de­clined to brief the FBI about his per­son­al life and habits.

    “No one is go­ing to try to kill me. Re­al­ly,” he said.




    His wife in a sober mo­ment sug­gest­ed he hire ex­tra body­guards.




    “I al­ready have two body­guards, which is two more than I need,” he told her.




    The two body­guards were a pair of for­mer De­troit Li­ons lineback­ers. Drake Man­gan had

    hired them for two rea­sons: they were tax-​de­ductible and he was a foot­ball fan and liked to

    hear their war sto­ries over lunch. The rest of the time, he kept them cool­ing their heels in

    the first-​floor lob­by of the Na­tion­al Au­tos build­ing while he held sway in his

    twelfth-​floor of­fice. They were nice guys but when they were bored, they had a ten­den­cy to

    play with their guns.




    Which was why, when Drake Man­gan heard gun­shots drift­ing up from the lob­by via the

    el­eva­tor shaft, he was on­ly mild­ly in­ter­est­ed. Cer­tain­ly not sur­prised and

    def­inite­ly not afraid. Things like that hap­pened, and some­times sev­er­al times in a slow

    week.




    Nev­er­the­less, Man­gan or­dered his ex­ec­utive sec­re­tary to call the lob­by.




    “Ask Se­cu­ri­ty what’s go­ing on down there.”




    The sec­re­tary came back in­to his of­fice al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, look­ing wor­ried.




    “Mr. Man­gan, there seems to be some trou­ble.”




    “What kind of trou­ble? Has one of those walk­ing sides of beef shot him­self in the foot

    again?”




    “No, Mr. Man­gan. One of them shot a se­cu­ri­ty guard.”




    “Damn. Don’t they know what that does to our in­sur­ance rates?”




    The sec­re­tary shrugged and Man­gan said, “Well, get them up here and let’s see what’s

    go­ing on.”




    “I can’t. They were shot too. By the oth­er se­cu­ri­ty guards.”




    “What the hell’s go­ing on down there?” he said. “How many peo­ple are shot? Who did you

    talk to?”




    “I’m not sure. He had a fun­ny lit­tle voice. Kind of squeaky, Ori­en­tal, maybe. He said he

    was the one they were shoot­ing at.”




    “Any­thing else?”




    “Yes, sir. He said he was on his way up.”




    “Up? Up here?”




    “This is the on­ly up I have any knowl­edge of, Mr. Man­gan.”




    “Don’t get smart. Get the po­lice.”




    At that mo­ment, the mut­ed hum of the el­eva­tor rose to their floor.




    “It’s him,” said Drake Man­gan, look­ing for a place to hide.




    The el­eva­tor doors purred open. A fig­ure glid­ed out and ap­peared in the of­fice

    door.




    Drake Man­gan lev­eled an ac­cus­ing fin­ger at the fig­ure. “You! As­sas­sin!” he

    shout­ed.




    Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, smiled at the rare dis­play of recog­ni­tion from a white

    man.




    “I do not sign au­to­graphs,” he said. He wore a peach ki­mono taste­ful­ly trimmed in

    black. His hazel eyes were bird­like in their sur­vey of the room. “I will need an of­fice if I

    am to stay here,” Chi­un said. “This one will suf­fice.”




    “This is my of­fice,” Man­gan said stoni­ly.




    “For a white, your taste is al­most ad­equate,” Chi­un said.




    “What did you do with my body­guards?”




    “Noth­ing,” Chi­un said, ex­am­in­ing cut flow­ers on a long ta­ble. “They did it to

    them­selves. I mere­ly in­formed them that I was here as a per­son­al emis­sary of their

    gov­ern­ment and they re­fused to ad­mit me. Then they be­gan shoot­ing one an­oth­er. They

    were very ex­citable.”




    Man­gan looked in­cred­ulous. “They shot one an­oth­er try­ing to shoot you?”




    Chi­un shrugged ex­pres­sive­ly. “I would not call it re­al try­ing.”




    Man­gan nod­ded to his sec­re­tary, who slipped back out in­to her re­cep­tion area. A

    push-​but­ton tele­phone be­gan beep­ing elec­tron­ical­ly.




    “What did you say about the gov­ern­ment?” Man­gan asked in a loud voice, hop­ing it would

    drown out the sound of his sec­re­tary di­al­ing for help.




    Chi­un looked up from the flow­ers and de­cid­ed to ig­nore the tele­phon­ing.




    “You are most for­tu­nate,” he said. “Or­di­nar­ily I am em­ployed to pro­tect the

    Con­sti­tu­tion. To­day, I am pro­tect­ing you.”




    “Pro­tect­ing me? From what?”




    “From wrong­ful as­sas­si­na­tion, of course,” Chi­un said. “Is there any oth­er kind?”




    Chi­un spat on the Ori­en­tal rug, which he rec­og­nized had been made in Iran. “Of course.

    Killing with guns is wrong­ful. Killing with­out pay­ment is wrong­ful. Killing-“




    “Who sent you?” in­ter­rupt­ed Man­gan when his sec­re­tary poked her head back in­to the

    of­fice and gave him a thumbs-​up sign. Good. Help was on the way. He just had to stall this

    old fool.




    “I can­not say,” whis­pered Chi­un and pressed an in­dex fin­ger to his lips. “But he

    se­cret­ly rules this land on be­half of your Pres­ident. Just do not tell any­one, or your

    gov­ern­ment may fall.”




    “I see,” said Man­gan who did not see at all. Gin­ger­ly, he slipped in­to the padded

    leather chair be­hind his mas­sive desk. It was a big sub­stan­tial desk, ex­cel­lent for

    duck­ing be­hind in the event of shoot­ing, which Man­gan ex­pect­ed mo­men­tar­ily.




    “Per­haps then some­day you may ex­plain it to me,” said Chi­un. “Now. Down to busi­ness.

    Have you had any con­tact with any­one call­ing him­self Re­mo Williams?”




    “No. Who’s Re­mo Williams?”




    “Re­mo Williams is my pupil. He is Ko­re­an, like me. Pos­si­bly as much as one-​six­teenth

    Ko­re­an. But there is an­oth­er who is call­ing him­self Re­mo Williams. This one means you

    harm and I am here to pro­tect you from him.”




    “And you work for the Pres­ident?”




    “I work for no one,” Chi­un snapped. “I have a con­tract with the em­per­or. He works for

    the Pres­ident.” Chi­un smiled. “But I’m sure the Pres­ident knows I am here. “




    Just then, the el­eva­tor doors opened and four po­lice­men ran in­to the of­fice, guns

    drawn.




    “Start shoot­ing,” Man­gan yelled. “Ev­ery­one’s ex­pend­able but me.” As Chi­un turned

    to­ward the door to the of­fice, Man­gan ran out, past his sec­re­tary’s desk and in­to a small

    al­cove, where he picked up a tele­phone.




    Be­hind him, he heard one of the po­lice­men say: “Now don’t give us any trou­ble,

    old-​timer, and you won’t get hurt.” He heard an an­swer­ing chuck­le.




    “Let me talk to the Pres­ident,” Man­gan said in­to the tele­phone.




    The White House op­er­ator asked, “Is this an emer­gen­cy, Mr. Man­gan?”




    “I’m a per­son­al friend of the Pres­ident’s. I poured sev­en fig­ures’ worth of cor­po­rate

    prof­its in­to his re­elec­tion. I don’t need an ex­cuse to talk to him.”




    “One mo­ment, please, sir.”




    Man­gan held the phone, ex­pect­ing to hear shoot­ing from in­side his of­fice. But there

    was noth­ing but si­lence.




    In a few sec­onds, the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was on the line. “Good to hear from

    you, Drake. What’s on your mind?”




    “I have a sit­ua­tion here, Mr. Pres­ident. I know this is go­ing to sound wild but did you,

    by any re­mote chance, send some Chi­na­man here to pro­tect my life?”




    “De­scribe him.”




    “Maybe five feet tall, maybe eighty years old. Dressed in some kind of col­ored dress or

    some­thing. He just trashed my en­tire se­cu­ri­ty force.”




    “Good. Then he’s on the job,” the Pres­ident said.




    “Sir?”




    “You can re­lax now, Drake. You’re in good hands.”




    “Good hands? Mr. Pres­ident, He’s old and wrin­kled.”




    “It hasn’t stopped me,” said the Pres­ident. “I had him sent there to pro­tect you.”




    “From what?”




    “From the same nut who shot Laval­lette,” the Pres­ident said. “We can’t very well have all

    of De­troit’s brains wiped out, can we?”




    “We use a Chi­na­man for pro­tec­tion?”




    “A Ko­re­an. Nev­er call him Chi­nese,” the Pres­ident said. “I can’t be re­spon­si­ble. Is

    the young fel­la there too?”




    “The old man’s alone,” Man­gan said.




    “Well, one of them’s enough,” the Pres­ident said. “Let me know how this all turns out.

    Re­gards to the wife. And by the way, I wouldn’t men­tion any of this to any­one. I’ve al­ready

    for­got­ten this con­ver­sa­tion.”




    “I un­der­stand, Mr. Pres­ident. I think.”




    Man­gan dropped the re­ceiv­er and ran back to his of­fice. Christ, the old gook was from

    the Pres­ident and Man­gan had turned four De­troit cops loose on him. If he was dead al­ready,

    how would Man­gan ex­plain it to the Pres­ident? Chi­un was not dead. He was sit­ting calm­ly

    be­hind Man­gan’s desk. The four po­lice of­fi­cers lay in the cen­ter of the of­fice car­pet,

    all their wrists bound to­geth­er with their own four sets of hand­cuffs.




    They were writhing around on the floor, try­ing to get loose. Once of them saw him and

    yelled, “Mr. Man­gan. Call for re­in­force­ments.”




    Man­gan shook his head. “That won’t be nec­es­sary, men. Heh, heh. Just a case of mis­tak­en

    iden­ti­ty. The old gen­tle­man here is part of my se­cu­ri­ty team.”




    “Then get us out of here,” an­oth­er po­lice­man called. Man­gan dug in­to their pock­ets

    for the hand­cuff keys and freed them all, even though he did not like touch­ing mem­bers of

    the pro­le­tari­at.




    “You sure this guy’s all right?” one of the po­lice­men asked Man­gan. The of­fi­cer was

    rub­bing his wrists, try­ing to get cir­cu­la­tion back in­to his fin­gers.




    “Yes. He’s okay. It was all my er­ror,” he said.




    “You know we’re go­ing to have to file a re­port on this,” the cop said.




    Man­gan smiled and said, “Maybe we can work some­thing out.”




    In the hall­way out­side his of­fice, he worked some­thing out. The po­lice­men would each

    be able to buy their next new cars at half-​price. In re­turn, they would just sim­ply deal

    with the un­for­tu­nate shoot­ings down in the lob­by as ac­ci­den­tal gun­shots. And they

    would for­get the old man.




    He saw the po­lice­men on to the el­eva­tor and then went back in­to his of­fice.




    “Mr.-“




    “Chi­un. Mas­ter Chi­un, not Mis­ter.”




    “Mas­ter Chi­un. I’ve checked you out. You are who you say you are.”




    “I could have told you that and saved us both a great deal of trou­ble,” Chi­un said

    petu­lant­ly.




    “What’s done is done. If you’re here to pro­tect me, what should I do?”




    “Try not to get your­self killed,” Chi­un said.




    The res­cue he­li­copters came dur­ing the night. Re­mo was the first to hear them and he

    qui­et­ly woke Lor­na from her sleep.




    “The planes are on the way,” he said.




    “I don’t hear them,” she said.




    “You will in a minute.”




    “Good. It’ll be won­der­ful to get back to civ­iliza­tion,” she said.




    “Truth is, I’ll sort of miss you all,” Re­mo said.




    “What do you mean?”




    “This is where I get off,” he said. “Last stop.”




    “You’re not go­ing back with us?” She paused; the first whirrings of the ap­proach­ing

    he­li­copters were now faint­ly au­di­ble over the broad desert.




    “No,” Re­mo said. “Peo­ple would ask too many ques­tions. “




    “Where will you go?” she said. “This is the desert.”




    “I know, but trust me, I can find my way out. No prob­lem at all.”




    “You can’t do that.”




    “I have to. I just want­ed to say good-​bye to you. And ask a fa­vor.”




    “Name it.”




    “Don’t men­tion my name. You’re the on­ly one who knows it and if any­body men­tions me,

    just don’t men­tion my name. Let me just be a pas­sen­ger who wan­dered off. “




    “You sure you want it this way?” she said.




    “I do.”




    She threw her­self in­to Re­mo’s arms. “I won’t ask you any ques­tions,” she said. “But you

    just be care­ful.”




    “I will. And take care of that lit­tle girl,” Re­mo said. He squeezed the wom­an once, then

    turned and ran off across the sand, just as the res­cue craft’s light be­came vis­ible a mile

    away across the desert.




    Re­mo ran just un­til he was out of sight, then slowed down and be­gan lop­ing north at a

    ca­su­al pace. A few miles away, Re­mo climbed on­to an out­crop­ping of rock and looked back.

    Two gi­ant he­li­copters were parked on the sand, next to the burned-​out jet­lin­er. He could

    see peo­ple be­ing helped aboard the two craft. He nod­ded to him­self, in sat­is­fac­tion, and

    turned away again.




    The sun was com­ing up off to his right, turn­ing the dunes to rose col­or. Lat­er, as the

    sun went high­er, it bleached the sand white. It was late af­ter­noon when the sand gave way to

    rock. Re­mo spent the time think­ing. In a cu­ri­ous way, he al­ready missed the scene of the

    air­craft wreck. He had been raised an or­phan and had nev­er had a fam­ily; they had looked up

    to him; they had re­lied on him. It was a strange, but a pleas­ant, feel­ing, and once again he

    pitied him­self for all that he had missed, and would al­ways miss, in his life.




    “Ah, that’s the biz, sweet­heart,” he growled to him­self and start­ed to run

    north­ward.




    He found the town just af­ter sun­set and used a pay phone in the lo­cal tav­ern. No mat­ter

    how small a town was, he thought, it had a tav­ern. Maybe that’s what cre­at­ed towns; maybe

    some­body built a tav­ern and then a town grew up around it.




    He di­aled Chi­un’s ho­tel in New York but got no an­swer in the room. Then he di­aled a

    spe­cial code. The call went through a num­ber in East Mo­line, Illi­nois, was rerout­ed

    through a cir­cuit in Io­la, Wis­con­sin, and fi­nal­ly rang the tele­phone on the desk of Dr.

    Harold W. Smith.




    “Yes?” Smith’s lemo­ny voice said.




    “Smit­ty, it’s me,” Re­mo said. “I’m back.” There was a long si­lence.




    “Smit­ty? What’s the mat­ter?” Re­mo said.




    “Re­mo?” Smith said slow­ly. “Is Chi­un with you?”




    “No. I just called his num­ber but he didn’t an­swer. I thought you’d know where he is.”




    “I’m hap­py to hear from you, Re­mo,” Smith said.




    “Then why do you sound like you just got a call from your dead grand­moth­er?”




    “Are you still in De­troit?”




    Re­mo looked at the re­ceiv­er in his hand as if it were per­son­al­ly re­spon­si­ble for

    the stupid words com­ing through the ear­piece.




    “De­troit? What are you talk­ing about? I’m in Utah.”




    “When did you ar­rive in Utah, Re­mo?”




    “Yes­ter­day, when my god­damn plane crashed in the desert. And stop talk­ing to me like I’m

    Jack the Rip­per, will you?”




    At Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Smith keyed a one-​word com­mand in­to his ter­mi­nal: TRACE.




    The green let­ters blinked and a tele­phone num­ber ap­peared al­most in­stant­ly on the

    screen. Smith saw that it was a Utah area code. The com­put­er al­so told him that Re­mo was

    call­ing from a pay phone.




    “Hel­lo. Smit­ty. Whis­tle if you hear me.”




    “I heard you, Re­mo,” Smith said. “What was that about a plane crash?”




    “My flight went down in some desert about eighty miles from here.”




    “Flight num­ber?”




    “Who cares about the freak­ing flight num­ber? Lis­ten, I just saved a planeload of peo­ple

    out in the desert. And I got out alive. Why are you be­ing so an­noy­ing?”




    Smith’s com­put­er, on com­mand, be­gan scrolling the facts of a Los An­ge­les-​Salt Lake

    City flight that had dis­ap­peared the pre­vi­ous day.




    “Did your flight orig­inate in Los An­ge­les?”




    “Of course. I did that guy, the way you want­ed, and then I got out of there on an­oth­er

    plane right away.”




    “And you haven’t been in De­troit?”




    “Why would I be in De­troit? I buy Japanese.”




    “Re­mo, I think it would be best if you re­turned to Fol­croft right away.”




    “You sound like you want to stick me in a rub­ber room,” Re­mo said.




    “You should be de­briefed on your ex­pe­ri­ence.”




    “De­brief this. I was in the desert and it was hot and ev­ery­body’s safe and I plant­ed the

    sky­jack­er in the sand and that’s that. End of de­brief­ing.”




    “Don’t get up­set. It’s just that I want­ed to talk to you.”




    “Where’s Chi­un? Talk about that.”




    “He’s away,” Smith said.




    “He didn’t go back to Sinan­ju again, did he?”




    “No.”




    “He’s where, Smit­ty? Where is he?”




    “He’s on an er­rand,” Smith said.




    “An er­rand? Chi­un wouldn’t do an er­rand for the Shah of Iran if he came back to life. Is

    he on as­sign­ment?”




    Smith hes­itat­ed a mo­ment. “Some­thing like that.”




    “Where is he?”




    “I can’t re­al­ly tell you that. Now if you’ll just-“




    “Smit­ty,” said Re­mo, “I’m go­ing to hang up. But be­fore I go I want you to lis­ten

    care­ful­ly.”




    “Yes?” said Smith, lean­ing in­to the phone.




    In Utah, Re­mo brought the palm of his hand to the tele­phone speak­er with such force that

    the re­ceiv­er snapped in­to pieces.




    Smith howled in pain but he howled in­to a dead tele­phone. Re­mo was gone.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    The black car pulled up so silent­ly that he did not hear it com­ing.




    The tint­ed win­dow on the driv­er’s side opened just a crack. He could not see the

    driv­er.




    The gun­man with the scar down the right side of his jaw stepped from his own car and walked

    over to the oth­er ve­hi­cle. Ev­ery win­dow, even the wind­shield, was tint­ed so dark that in

    the weak light of the un­der­ground garage on the Cana­di­an side of the De­troit Riv­er, he

    could not see the driv­er, ex­cept as a deep shad­ow in the deep­er dark­ness of the car’s

    in­te­ri­or.




    “Williams?” the in­vis­ible driv­er asked.




    “Call me Re­mo,” the gun­man said. “Nice car. Nev­er saw one like it.”




    “I’d be sur­prised if you had. It’s Laval­lette’s big sur­prise, the Dy­nacar. I stole

    it.”




    An en­ve­lope was pushed out the crack of the car win­dow. “Here. I’m pay­ing you for the

    Laval­lette hit. I want Man­gan tak­en out next. There’s an ad­dress in the en­ve­lope. It’s a

    wom­an Man­gan vis­its ev­ery Thurs­day night. You can get him there.”




    “I haven’t got Laval­lette yet,” the gun­man said.




    “You did fine. Fol­low the plan and take them in the or­der I give you. There’s plen­ty of

    time to get Laval­lette at the end of this. I don’t mind if he’s sweat­ing a lit­tle bit.”




    “I could have fin­ished him at the news con­fer­ence,” the gun­man said. “I had time.”




    “You did right. I told you no head shots and you fol­lowed in­struc­tions. I want them all

    look­ing good for their fu­ner­als. It’s not any­body’s fault that Laval­lette was wear­ing a

    bul­let­proof vest.”




    “I’ve got a rep­uta­tion to live up to,” the gun­man said. “When I clip a guy, I don’t like

    him plan­ning press con­fer­ences lat­er.”




    “We fol­low the plan. Take them in or­der. And no head shots. “




    The gun­man count­ed the mon­ey in the en­ve­lope, then shrugged. “It’s your show,” he said.

    “That let­ter to the pa­per. Was that your idea?”




    The un­seen driv­er said soft­ly, “Yes. I thought we could raise a lit­tle smoke screen. It

    might make things a lit­tle tougher for you though.”




    “How’s that?” the gun­man said.




    “They might be ex­pect­ing you. Prob­ably more se­cu­ri­ty.”




    The gun­man shook his head. “None of it mat­ters to me. “




    “I love deal­ing with pro­fes­sion­als,” the driv­er said. “Now get Man­gan.”




    The tint­ed win­dow sealed au­to­mat­ical­ly and with­out any en­gine sound at all, the

    sporty black car slid up the garage ramp and out to­ward the street, like a fleet ghost.




    The gun­man who called him­self Re­mo Williams got in­to his car and wait­ed as he had been

    in­struct­ed to do.




    It was a flaky con­tract and he did not like flaky con­tracts. They were un­pro­fes­sion­al.

    He would have pre­ferred a clean hit on a boat some­where or un­der an over­pass at night.

    Strict­ly busi­ness. This deal smelled too much like a per­son­al vendet­ta.




    He checked his watch. Five min­utes had passed and he start­ed his car and drove from the

    garage. There was no sense in spook­ing the client. By now he would be far enough away. A good

    pro­fes­sion­al watched out for the de­tails. The de­tails were ev­ery­thing. It would just be

    bad form to leave the garage right on his tail and two min­utes lat­er find your­self stopped

    next to him at a traf­fic light. Things like that made clients ner­vous.




    The gun­man had no cu­rios­ity at all to know the name of the man who had hired him to

    flat­ten four of De­troit’s biggest wheels.




    He did not, for a mo­ment, be­lieve that the client was some en­vi­ron­men­tal­ist nut who

    want­ed the au­tomak­ers dead be­cause they were pol­lut­ing the air. His bet would be that it

    was some kind of busi­ness ri­val­ry, but it didn’t mat­ter. Not so long as he was be­ing

    paid.




    It was the busi­ness of not be­ing able to shoot any of them in the head that both­ered him

    the most. The client should have known that head shots were the most cer­tain. You could shoot

    a guy all af­ter­noon in the chest and he might not die.




    The gun­man had seen it him­self, first­hand. It had been his first con­tract. The tar­get

    was named An­tho­ny “Big Nose” Senaro, a mastodon of a man who had cut in­to the don’s num­bers

    busi­ness in Brook­lyn. Senaro had got­ten word he was about to be hit and skipped to

    Chica­go.




    The gun­man had found him there, work­ing as a la­bor­er in the stock­yards. He wait­ed

    un­til Senaro was eat­ing lunch one day, walked up to him and fired three shots in­to Big

    Nose’s mas­sive chest. Big Nose had let out a bull roar and charged him.




    He had fired his full clip at Senaro. There was blood ev­ery­where but the big guy kept on

    com­ing, like a re­frig­er­ator on cast­ers.




    The gun­man ran and for an hour, Senaro had chased him around the stock­yard. Fi­nal­ly

    Senaro cor­nered him, put his big fin­gers around the gun­man’s throat, and be­gan to squeeze.

    Just as the gun­man was about to black out, Senaro gave a mighty sigh and col­lapsed from loss

    of blood.




    The gun­man scram­bled away, los­ing a shoe to Big Nose’s clutch­ing hands. He nev­er

    fin­ished the hit. And Senaro even­tu­al­ly re­cu­per­at­ed and went on to make a name for

    him­self in Chica­go.




    The don had been un­der­stand­ing of the gun­man’s fail­ure. “It is al­ways dif­fi­cult,”

    Don Pietro had told him, “the first time, eh? The first time for ev­ery­thing is al­ways an

    un­hap­py time.”




    “I will get him next time,” the gun­man had as­sured Don Pietro, even though his stom­ach

    quaked at the thought of fac­ing the big man again.




    “There will be no next time. Not for you and Big Nose. You are both lucky to live. Big Nose

    will not re­turn to both­er us but he has earned his life. And you, you have earned our

    re­spect. We will have much work for you.”




    The oth­er hits had gone down bet­ter. The gun­man had made a name for him­self too. Us­ing

    head shots. That one re­stric­tion still both­ered him. It was un­pro­fes­sion­al.




    But the client was al­ways right. At least for the time be­ing.




    Drake Man­gan was on a con­fer­ence tele­phone call with James Rev­ell, pres­ident of the

    Gen­er­al Au­to Com­pa­ny, and Hu­bert Mil­lis, head of Amer­ican Au­tos.




    “What are we go­ing to do?” Rev­ell said. “That lu­natic Laval­lette has resched­uled his

    press con­fer­ence for to­mor­row and we’re all in­vit­ed. Do we go?”




    Mil­lis said, “We’ve got to. We can’t look like we’re afraid of Laval­lette and his damned

    mys­tery car. Freak­ing thing prob­ably won’t start any­way. “




    “I don’t know,” Man­gan said. “I’m afraid some­one will start peg­ging shots at us.”




    “The se­cu­ri­ty peo­ple will take care of that,” Mil­lis said. “You know what sticks in my

    craw?”




    “What’s that?” said Man­gan.




    “At one time or an­oth­er, Laval­lette worked for all of us and ev­ery one of us fired him,”

    Mil­lis said.




    “Damned right. The guy said to take the fins off the Cadil­lacs,” Rev­ell said. “A damned

    mo­ron. He de­served fir­ing. “




    “No,” said Mil­lis. “We shouldn’t have fired him. We should have killed the son of a bitch.

    Then we wouldn’t be hav­ing all this grief.”




    Man­gan chuck­led. “Maybe it’s not too late,” he said. “It’s agreed then. To­mor­row, we’ll

    all be at Laval­lette’s press con­fer­ence.”




    The oth­er two men agreed and Man­gan dis­con­nect­ed his con­fer­ence call.




    He’d go, but he’d be damned if he’d go with­out the old Ori­en­tal. If the Pres­ident of the

    Unit­ed States said that the old gook could pro­tect Man­gan, well, that was good enough for

    Drake Man­gan. What’s-​his-​name . . . Chi­un could ac­com­pa­ny him any­where.




    Ex­cept where he was go­ing tonight.




    The old ma­ni­ac had a way with la­bor re­la­tions, though. Drake Man­gan had to ad­mit

    that.




    Af­ter Man­gan had evac­uat­ed the of­fice, Chi­un had de­cid­ed he want­ed some­thing

    paint­ed on the door. He had the sec­re­tary send up the head of the au­to-​body-​paint­ing

    di­vi­sion.




    The door was open and Man­gan heard the con­ver­sa­tion from out­side, near his

    sec­re­tary’s desk.




    “You will paint a new sign on the door,” Chi­un had said.




    “I don’t paint doors,” the di­vi­sion head had said.




    “Hold. You are a painter, are you not?” Chi­un had said.




    “Yes. I’m in charge of body fin­ish on cars.”




    “This will be much eas­ier than paint­ing a car,” Chi­un had said.




    The di­vi­sion head snapped, “No. Nev­er. I don’t paint doors.”




    “And who has giv­en you these in­struc­tions?” Chi­un asked.




    “The union. I don’t paint doors.”




    “Those in­struc­tions are no longer op­er­ative,” Chi­un had said. “You are now in charge of

    paint­ing doors for me. Start­ing with this one.”




    “Who says? Who the hell are you any­way?”




    “I am Chi­un.”




    “I am leav­ing,” the di­vi­sion head said. “The union’s go­ing to hear about this.”




    From his spot out­side, Man­gan heard a muf­fled sound. He craned his neck and peered

    through the door. The old Ori­en­tal had the di­vi­sion chief by the ear­lobe.




    “I would like gold paint,” he had said.




    “Yes, sir. Yes, sir,” the man had said. “I’ll be right back with the paint.”




    “Five min­utes,” Chi­un had said. “If you do not re­turn in five min­utes, I will come

    look­ing for you. You will not like that.”




    The di­vi­sion head had scur­ried from the of­fice. When the el­eva­tor did not an­swer

    im­me­di­ate­ly to the but­ton, he went run­ning down the stairs.




    Drake Man­gan was im­pressed. Twist­ing ears. He had nev­er tried that in deal­ing with the

    au­to union. It was nev­er too late to learn new things in the com­pli­cat­ed field of la­bor

    re­la­tions.




    Now the door to the of­fice that Chi­un had com­man­deered was closed. The di­vi­sion head

    knelt on the floor in front of it, paint­ing the last few let­ters of the leg­end Chi­un had

    giv­en him.




    It read: “HIS AWE­SOME MAG­NIF­ICENCE.”




    Man­gan guessed Chi­un would not come out un­til the paint­ing was done, so he ran over and

    pressed the el­eva­tor but­ton.




    “Leav­ing, Mr. Man­gan? I’ll tell Mas­ter Chi­un.”




    “No. Don’t do that.”




    “But he’s your body­guard.”




    “Not tonight. I have a very im­por­tant ap­point­ment tonight. Tell him I’ll see him first

    thing in the morn­ing.”




    The el­eva­tor door opened and as soon as Man­gan stepped in­side, his sec­re­tary hit the

    in­ter­com but­ton.




    “Mas­ter Chi­un, Mr. Man­gan has just left. I thought you should know.”




    Chi­un opened the door. He paused to read the al­mostfin­ished sign on the door, then

    pat­ted the painter on the head.




    “You do rea­son­ably good work,” he said. “For a white. I will keep you in mind if I have

    oth­er tasks to per­form. “




    “Okay, okay. Just no more ear-​twist­ing, all right?”




    “As long as you be­have,” Chi­un said. “Don’t for­get to put stars un­der the words. I like

    stars.”




    “You’ve got stars. Count on it. You’ve got stars.” Drake Man­gan parked in front of the

    high-​rise apart­ment build­ing near St. Clair Shores, as he had al­most ev­ery Thurs­day night

    since he had been mar­ried.




    He rode the el­eva­tor up to the pent­house apart­ment he rent­ed for his mis­tress. Over

    the years, the mis­tress­es had changed but Man­gan had kept the same apart­ment. He chalked it

    up to tra­di­tion. In his heart, he told him­self, he was just a tra­di­tion­al sort of

    man.




    He shut the apart­ment door be­hind him with the heel of his shoe and called out, “Agatha?”

    The pent­house was dec­orat­ed in the worst pos­si­ble taste, down to ze­bra-​striped

    fur­ni­ture and black vel­vet paint­ings of clowns on the wall, but the soft­ly lit

    at­mo­sphere was redo­lent of Agatha’s fa­vorite per­fume, a musky scent that even smelled

    lewd. Just sniff­ing it made the cares of the day fall away like dead skin and Man­gan could

    feel the juices stir­ring deep in­side his body.




    “Agatha. Dad­dy’s home.” There was no an­swer. “Where are you, ba­by?”




    He shucked off his top­coat and draped it over one of the of­fend­ing black-​and-​white

    so­fas. The door to the bed­room was open a crack and a warm light, soft­er than can­dle­light,

    seeped out.




    She was in the bed­room. Great. No sense wast­ing half the evening in small talk. He could

    get small talk at home. It was the on­ly thing he ev­er did get at home.




    “Warm­ing up the bed for me, Agatha?” He pushed the door open.




    “There you are. Come to Pa­pa.”




    But Agatha did not rise from the bed. She lay on her back, dressed in red silk pa­ja­mas,

    star­ing at the ceil­ing. One arm was ca­su­al­ly tucked un­der her wealth of blond hair. A leg

    hung off over the edge of the bed.




    She looked like she was watch­ing the fly that buzzed her gen­er­ous chest.




    But she wasn’t. Man­gan knew that when he saw the fly alight on the tip of her long nose.

    She didn’t twitch. She didn’t even blink.




    He stepped for­ward and said, soft­ly, “Agatha?”




    The door slammed shut be­hind him. Be­fore he turned, Man­gan fi­nal­ly saw the hole in the

    red silk of Agatha’s pa­ja­ma top. It looked like a cigarette burn hole but the cen­ter was the

    livid col­or of raw meat and he saw a deep­er red splotch sur­round­ing it, deep­er even than

    the red of the silk.




    The man who had slammed shut the door be­hind him was tall and lean, with a long scar down

    the right side of his jaw. In one of his gloved hands he car­ried a black pis­tol, its long

    bar­rel point­ing di­rect­ly at Man­gan’s chest. The au­tomak­er’s heart start­ed beat­ing high

    in his throat, and he felt as if it were go­ing to choke him.




    “Who the hell are you? What’s go­ing on here?” Man­gan snapped.




    The man with the scar smiled a cru­el smile.




    “You can call me Re­mo. Sor­ry I had to ditch the girl­friend but she wouldn’t co­op­er­ate.

    Kept try­ing to call the po­lice.”




    “I don’t even know you. Why are you . . . why did…?”




    The gun­man shrugged. “It’s noth­ing per­son­al, Man­gan. You’re just a name on a list.”




    Slow­ly his fin­ger tight­ened on the trig­ger. Man­gan could not stop star­ing at the

    bar­rel. His mouth worked, but no sound came out.




    There was a sud­den screech, loud, un­earth­ly, like a high-​speed di­amond drill scor­ing

    glass. It was fol­lowed by a shat­ter­ing of glass that turned both the gun­man’s and Man­gan’s

    heads as if they were at­tached to a sin­gle yank­ing string.




    En­ter­ing through a per­fect­ly cir­cu­lar hole cut in the win­dow with a long fin­ger­nail

    came Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, a cold light in his eyes.




    “It’s him, Chi­un,” cried Drake Man­gan. “The as­sas­sin. Re­mo Williams.”




    “Wrong both times,” said Chi­un. He looked at the gun­man and said, “Lay down your weapon

    and you may win a pain­less death.”




    The gun­man laughed, turned his pis­tol on the frail Ori­en­tal, and fired twice.




    The bul­lets shat­tered what was left of the win­dow be­hind Chi­un. He had not seemed to

    move, yet the bul­lets missed him, some­how strik­ing points that were on a di­rect line

    be­hind him.




    The gun­man took his pis­tol in both hands and dropped in­to a marks­man’s crouch. He

    sight­ed care­ful­ly. The lit­tle man did not even flinch. The gun­man fired.




    A sec­tion of the wall cracked and still the Ori­en­tal stood im­mo­bile.




    An­oth­er shot and the same re­sult. But this time, the gun­man thought he saw a faint

    af­ter­im­age of the old Ori­en­tal, as if he had moved to one side and re­turned to his place

    in the quick­sil­ver in­ter­val be­tween the time the bul­let left the gun bar­rel and the

    mo­ment it buried it­self in the wall.




    “This is crazy,” the gun­man said. And then the Ori­en­tal was com­ing at him. It was the

    Big Nose Senaro hit all over again.




    Drake Man­gan had fall­en back on­to the bed to watch but now as Chi­un ad­vanced across the

    room, he saw his chance to make head­lines: “AU­TO MOGUL CAP­TURES CRAZED GUN­MAN; DRAKE

    MAN­GAN DIS­ARMS AS­SAS­SIN.”




    It would be great new ma­te­ri­al for the pa­per­back edi­tion of his au­to­bi­og­ra­phy

    when it came out.




    He saw the gun­man’s eyes were fixed on Chi­un. He got to his feet, then lunged across the

    floor at the man with the pis­tol.




    “No!” Chi­un shout­ed, but it was too late. Man­gan was al­ready in mo­tion. The gun­man

    wheeled to­ward him and squeezed the trig­ger, even as Chi­un was try­ing to move be­tween

    gun­man and tar­get.




    The pres­ident of Na­tion­al Au­tos was hit and knocked back on­to the bed by the im­pact.

    But there was no hole in his chest and Man­gan groaned.




    An­oth­er bul­let­proof vest, the gun­man thought, and swiveled his pis­tol back on the

    ad­vanc­ing Ori­en­tal. But the old man was not ad­vanc­ing any­more. He was ly­ing face­down

    on the floor.




    The gun­man saw the gleam of blood in the fringe of hair over the Ori­en­tal’s ear. A

    ric­ochet. A one-​in-​a-​mil­lion shot. The bul­let had bounced off Man­gan and struck the old

    man in the head.




    The gun­man laughed in re­lief.




    On the bed, Man­gan groaned atop the body of his dead mis­tress.




    “Now for you.” The gun­man grabbed him by his lapel. The fab­ric felt stiff un­der his

    fin­gers.




    A Kevlar suit. That ex­plained it. The man had tak­en the pre­cau­tion of wear­ing a

    bul­let-​re­sis­tant busi­ness suit. A lot of politi­cians were wear­ing them these days

    be­cause they were light and rea­son­ably com­fort­able, but could de­flect any­thing short of

    a Teflon-​coat­ed bul­let.




    “What are you do­ing?” Man­gan said when the gun­man start­ed to pull at his tie.




    “They used to do it like this back in the old days.




    They’d take a guy out to a se­clud­ed spot and open up his shirt be­fore they whacked him.

    It used to be a tra­di­tion and I’m just bring­ing it back.”




    The gun­man ripped open Man­gan’s shirt but­tons and tore a hole in his un­der­shirt. Then

    he put the muz­zle of the pis­tol to bare skin, held the strug­gling man down with an arm

    across his clav­icle, and fired a sin­gle heart-​stop­ping round.




    Drake Man­gan jerked like a man who’d touched a live wire, then his body re­laxed.




    The gun­man stood up and told the corpse, “I would have pre­ferred giv­ing you a head

    shot.”




    Then he qui­et­ly left the pent­house, wait­ing un­til he reached the stairs be­fore

    hol­ster­ing his pis­tol and strip­ping off his gloves. He took his time. It was a long walk to

    the street but he had all the time in the world.




    He won­dered if he would get a bonus for the old Ori­en­tal. Prob­ably not. He was prob­ably

    just some over­priced kung-​fu guy Man­gan had hired to body­guard him. Those guys were a dime

    a dozen.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    “I still can’t fig­ure out what made the ear­piece ex­plode like that,” the tele­phone

    re­pair­man said.




    “It’s fixed now?” Smith asked.




    “Yes. I’ve just got to clean up around here and I’m done. “




    “You’re done now. I’ll clean up,” Smith said.




    The re­pair­man smiled. “No. We have to clean up. Part of the to­tal ser­vice pack­age

    of­fered by Amer­ican Tele­phone and North­east Bell Com­mu­ni­ca­tions Nynex and Tele­graph

    Con­sol­idat­ed In­cor­po­rat­ed. That’s the name of the new com­pa­ny.”




    “Very in­ter­est­ing,” Smith said. The tele­phone rang. He walked the re­pair­man to the

    of­fice door and pushed him out­side. “Thank you very much.”




    “I want­ed to clean up.”




    “I’ll do it. Good-​bye.” Smith locked the door and ran back to the tele­phone.




    “Hail, Em­per­or Smith,” said Chi­un.




    “We must have a bad con­nec­tion,” Smith said. “Your voice sounds weak.”




    “It is a mi­nor thing,” said Chi­un. “I will soon re­cov­er.”




    “Re­cov­er from what?”




    “From the shame,” Chi­un said.




    Smith gripped the re­ceiv­er more tight­ly. The ear­piece that the re­pair­man had just

    in­stalled was loose against his ear. He twist­ed it tight.




    “I’m sure you will re­cov­er from the shame,” he said, sens­ing an­oth­er of Chi­un’s con

    games com­ing on.




    “The shame of this in­dig­ni­ty,” said Chi­un as if Smith had asked him for an

    ex­pla­na­tion. “I am on­ly hap­py that the Mas­ter who trained me did not live to see this. I

    would hang my head be­fore him; his re­mon­strances would scourge my soul.”




    Smith sighed. “What shame is that?” he said. There would be no talk­ing to Chi­un un­til the

    old Ori­en­tal had gone through his full song and dance.




    “In times past, Mas­ters of Sinan­ju have been called up­on to pre­serve the lives of

    cer­tain per­son­ages. Kings, em­per­ors, sul­tans. There was even a pharaoh of Egypt who came

    un­der the pro­tec­tion of a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju when that pharaoh as­cend­ed his throne. He

    was but six sum­mers of age but the Mas­ter who pro­tect­ed him saw him rule un­til his

    nine­ty-​sixth birth­day. It is record­ed as the longest reign in his­to­ry and it would nev­er

    have hap­pened with­out Sinan­ju at his side. Now that was a trust of hon­or. Would that the

    cur­rent Mas­ter had such an il­lus­tri­ous charge.”




    Smith tensed. “Is some­thing wrong?” he asked.




    “But not Chi­un,” the sor­row­ful voice con­tin­ued. “Chi­un is not giv­en kings to guard.

    Not even a low­ly prince. Or a pre­tender. I could hold my head high if I were charged with

    guard­ing a pre­tender to a wor­thy throne.”




    “Did some­thing hap­pen to Drake Man­gan? Is he all right?”




    “In­stead, I have been giv­en a fat white mer­chant, a mer­chant whose life is not even

    im­por­tant to his loved ones. How can one do one’s best work when one is asked to work at such

    an un­wor­thy task? I ask you. How?”




    “Is Man­gan dead?” de­mand­ed Smith.




    “Pah!” spat Chi­un. “He was born dead. All his life, he lived a liv­ing death, eat­ing and

    drink­ing poi­sons that in­creased his dead­ness. If he is more dead now, it is mere­ly in

    de­gree. The on­ly dif­fer­ence be­tween a liv­ing dead white man and a dead dead white man is

    that the lat­ter does not bray. Al­though he does still smell.”




    “What hap­pened?” Smith asked weari­ly.




    Chi­un’s voice swelled. “A ter­ri­ble crea­ture de­scend­ed up­on him. Huge he was, his

    big­ness as that of a house. A ver­ita­ble gi­ant. But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju did not fear

    this ap­pari­tion, this gi­ant whose enor­mi­ty ri­valed that of a great tem­ple. The Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju moved for­ward to con­front him, but it was al­ready too late. The fat white

    mer­chant who was al­ready dead be­fore Sinan­ju ev­er heard of him, be­came still.”




    “All right,” Smith said. “He got Man­gan.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “His weapon did. These guns are a men­ace, Em­per­or. Per­haps it is time

    that laws were passed.”




    “We’ll dis­cuss it lat­er,” said Smith. “He got Man­gan. But you got him, is that

    cor­rect?”




    Chi­un hes­itat­ed be­fore an­swer­ing. “Not pre­cise­ly cor­rect.”




    “What does that mean?” de­mand­ed Smith, who had seen the seem­ing­ly frail Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju rip through a squadron of armed sol­diers like a hur­ri­cane through a corn­field.




    “It means what it means,” said Chi­un haugh­ti­ly. “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is nev­er

    vague.”




    “All right, all right. He got away. Some­how he got away from you. But you saw him. It

    wasn’t Re­mo?”




    “Yes and no,” Chi­un said.




    “I’m glad you’re nev­er vague,” Smith said dry­ly. “Ei­ther it was or it wasn’t Re­mo. Which

    was it?”




    Chi­un’s voice dropped in­to a con­spir­ato­ri­al whis­per. “He gave his name. It was most

    strange. Am­ateurs sel­dom ap­pre­ci­ate the val­ue of ad­ver­tis­ing. But this one gave his

    name. “




    “Yes?”




    “He said his name was Re­mo Williams. But he was not the Re­mo Williams we know. Why would

    he lie?” Smith quick­ly brought the CURE com­put­er sys­tem on line and be­gan key­ing a search

    se­quence.




    “Maybe it wasn’t all a lie,” Smith said. He typed in the name RE­MO WILLIAMS and hit the

    con­trol but­ton. The search pro­gram was ini­ti­at­ed, work­ing with a speed that would have

    as­ton­ished the op­er­ators of the Pen­tagon’s “num­ber­crunch­ing” su­per­com­put­ers; all

    pos­si­ble pub­lic records in Amer­ica were scanned for the name of Re­mo Williams. When Re­mo

    had been re­cruit­ed to work for CURE many years ago, all files on him had been delet­ed. If

    there were now any ref­er­ences to a Re­mo Williams, it would in­di­cate an im­pos­tor was

    us­ing his name.




    “De­scribe the man,” Smith asked Chi­un, ac­ti­vat­ing an aux­il­iary com­put­er file on

    which to record the de­scrip­tion. “He was pale, like a white, and too tall, with big clum­sy

    feet, like a white. And like most whites, he had coarse hairs grow­ing from his chin.”




    “A beard?”




    “No. Not like mine. I have a beard. This white thing had hair ends grow­ing from his

    face.”




    Smith keyed the fact that the killer had need­ed a shave. “Age?” asked Smith as he watched

    the search pro­gram run on the split screen. Mil­lions of records, glow­ing an elec­tron­ic

    green, scrolled past his eyes in a blur. It hurt to look at the run­ning pro­gram and his

    fin­gers poised to record the an­swer to his ques­tion.




    “He is no more than fifty-​five win­ters, per­haps less,” Chi­un said. “Do you know him

    now?”




    “Mas­ter of Sina­ju,” said Smith slow­ly, “think care­ful­ly. Did this man look like Re­mo?

    Our Re­mo?”




    There was a long si­lence over the line be­fore the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju replied.




    “Who can say? All whites look alike. Wait. He had a scar on his face, along the right side

    of the jaw. Our Re­mo has no such scar.”




    But Smith could tell from the tremor in Chi­un’s voice that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was

    think­ing the same thing that he was, think­ing that the one even­tu­al­ity that the peo­ple

    who had orig­inat­ed CURE had nev­er fore­seen, fi­nal­ly had come about.




    “Could this shoot­er of guns be Re­mo’s fa­ther?” asked Chi­un. “Is that what you are

    think­ing?”




    The search file stopped run­ning be­fore Smith could an­swer. The com­put­er screen flashed:

    NO FILE FOUND … PRESS: ES­CAPE KEY.




    Smith hit the es­cape key and brought up Re­mo’s orig­inal CURE file.




    “At fifty-​five, the man would be the right age. But he couldn’t be. Re­mo is sup­posed to

    be an or­phan. He has no known liv­ing rel­atives of any de­scrip­tion.”




    “Ev­ery­one has rel­atives,” said Chi­un, think­ing of his wicked broth­er-​in-​law, now

    dead. “Whether they want them or not.”




    “Re­mo was an in­fant when the nuns found him on the doorstep of St. There­sa’s

    Or­phan­age,” said Smith, skim­ming the Re­mo file. “It’s not clear who named him. Per­haps

    they found a note with the ba­by or the nuns named him. The records that might have told us-​if

    they ev­er even ex­ist­ed-​were de­stroyed in a fire years be­fore Re­mo joined CURE. St.

    There­sa’s is long gone, too.”




    “Re­mo must nev­er learn of this,” Chi­un said.




    “Agreed,” said Smith, look­ing away from the file. Some­times it both­ered him to read it.

    He had done a ter­ri­ble thing to a young po­lice­man once, and even though it was for a

    greater pur­pose, that didn’t make it any less of a ter­ri­ble thing.




    “This man who calls him­self Re­mo Williams is your as­sign­ment, Chi­un. I ex­pect you will

    car­ry it out.”




    “If this man car­ries the same blood as Re­mo, then I have as much to lose as you,” Chi­un

    said cold­ly. “More.” Smith nod­ded. He knew that Chi­un saw Re­mo as the next Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, the heir of a tra­di­tion that went back to be­fore the record­ing of his­to­ry. It

    was one of the great con­flicts in the ar­range­ment be­tween Smith and Chi­un that each saw

    Re­mo as his own. Nei­ther both­ered to ask Re­mo what he thought.




    “Good,” said Smith. “I have heard from Re­mo, our Re­mo, but I have re­fused to tell him

    where you are. I will hold him off as long as I can and in the mean­time, per­haps you can

    dis­pose of this mat­ter.”




    “Con­sid­er it done, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said.




    “The oth­er two big car men are James Rev­ell and Hu­bert Mil­lis. They have an­nounced that

    they will be at Lyle Laval­lette’s press con­fer­ence to­mor­row. If an at­tempt is to be made,

    it might be made there again.”




    “This killer’s hours are num­bered, O Em­per­or,” said Chi­un grave­ly. “You do not know

    where our Re­mo is?”




    “He was in Utah. I ex­pect he’ll be com­ing here to find out where you are. I’ll try to

    stall him un­til I have your as­sign­ment-​com­plet­ed call,” Smith said.




    “That will be fine,” Chi­un said and hung up.




    Smith closed down Re­mo’s file. Chi­un would take care of this man who might or might not be

    Re­mo’s fa­ther. And that would be the end of that and Re­mo would nev­er know. Per­haps it was

    un­just but what was one more in­jus­tice on top of the oth­ers? When Re­mo Williams had

    be­come the De­stroy­er for CURE, he had lost all his rights, both nat­ural and

    con­sti­tu­tion­al. Los­ing a fa­ther he nev­er knew he had wouldn’t re­al­ly make much of a

    dif­fer­ence.




    Re­mo Williams, the De­stroy­er, ar­rived in De­troit around mid­night.




    Af­ter Smith had re­fused to tell him where Chi­un was, Re­mo had been at a loss un­til he

    re­mem­bered that Smith had men­tioned De­troit. Men­tioned it twice, in fact. Smith had

    thought Re­mo was call­ing from De­troit, and why would he have thought that?




    There was on­ly one good an­swer: Smith had jumped to the con­clu­sion that Re­mo was in

    De­troit be­cause the CURE di­rec­tor knew that Chi­un was al­ready in De­troit.




    That was sim­ple and it an­noyed Re­mo that Smith would not ex­pect him to fig­ure it out.

    The more he thought about it, the more an­noyed he got and when he reached the De­troit

    air­port, he went to the car-​rental counter and asked for the most ex­pen­sive car they

    had.




    In his wal­let, he found a cred­it card for Re­mo Cochran. “I’m sor­ry, sir, but all our

    cars are the same rate,” the clerk told him.




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “Then I want four of them.”




    “Four?”




    “That’s right. I don’t like to be seen in the same cheap car too long. It hurts my

    im­age.”




    “Well, is it just you?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “Do I look like more than one?”




    “No, sir. I was just won­der­ing who will drive the oth­er three cars.”




    “No­body,” Re­mo said. “I want them to sit here in the park­ing lot un­til I come back for

    them. Bet­ter make it a three-​month rental on all four.”




    With dis­counts for long-​term use and for Re­mo’s ex­cel­lent driv­ing record, but adding

    in penal­ties for rent­ing on a Fri­day which cost Re­mo the week­ly spe­cial rate which was

    on­ly good if your week start­ed on Tues­day, and adding in the in­sur­ance which Re­mo

    in­sist­ed he want­ed, the bill came to $7,461.20.




    “You sure you want to do this, sir?” the clerk said.




    “Yes,” Re­mo said.




    The clerk shrugged. “Well, it’s your mon­ey.”




    “No, it’s not,” Re­mo said. Let Smith chew on that bill when he re­ceived it. “Where’s your

    near­est phone?”




    The clerk point­ed to a booth three feet from Re­mo’s left el­bow.




    “Didn’t see it,” Re­mo said. “Thanks.”




    “You want the num­bers of ev­ery ho­tel in the city?” the in­for­ma­tion op­er­ator asked in

    a fright­ened voice.




    “Just the best ones. He wouldn’t stay any­where ex­cept at the best ho­tels,” Re­mo

    said.




    “I’m sor­ry, sir. But mak­ing qual­ity judg­ments on var­ious ho­tels is not the pol­icy of

    Amer­ican Tele­phone and Greater Michi­gan Bell Con­sol­idat­ed Amal­ga­mat­ed Tele­phon­ic and

    Tele­graph­ic Com­mu­ni­ca­tions In­cor­po­rat­ed.”




    “Gee, that’s a shame,” Re­mo said, “be­cause now I’ll just have to get the tele­phone

    num­bers of ev­ery ho­tel in De­troit. Ev­ery ho­tel.”




    “Well, maybe you can try these,” the op­er­ator said re­luc­tant­ly. She gave Re­mo a

    half-​dozen ho­tel num­bers, and he start­ed di­al­ing.




    “Ho­tel Prather,” said the first ho­tel’s switch­board. “Do you have an el­der­ly Ori­en­tal

    stay­ing there? He prob­ably ar­rived with a bunch of lac­quered steam­er trunks and gave the

    bell­boys a hard time?”




    “Un­der what name would he be reg­is­tered?”




    “I don’t know. It could be any­thing from Mr. Park to His Most Awe­some Mag­nif­icence. It

    de­pends on his mood.”




    “Re­al­ly. You don’t have his name?”




    “Re­al­ly,” Re­mo said. “And ex­act­ly how many Ori­en­tals fit­ting that de­scrip­tion do

    you think you have in the ho­tel?”




    The switch­board op­er­ator checked. No such Ori­en­tal was stay­ing at the Ho­tel

    Prather.




    Re­mo asked the same ques­tions of the next three ho­tels. His fifth call con­firmed that an

    Ori­en­tal fit­ting that de­scrip­tion was in­deed stay­ing at the De­troit Plaza and that the

    bell cap­tain who had over­seen the car­ry­ing of the gen­tle­man’s trunks up twen­ty-​five

    flights of stairs, be­cause the gen­tle­man did not wish his lug­gage trans­port­ed by

    el­eva­tors that might crash, was re­cov­er­ing nice­ly from his her­nia op­er­ation. Did Re­mo

    wish to ring the old gen­tle­man’s room? “No thanks,” Re­mo said. “I want this to be a

    sur­prise.” Chi­un’s door was locked and Re­mo knocked on it twice. Chi­un’s voice fil­tered

    through the wood. “Who dis­turbs me?” he asked. “Who ga­loomphs down the hall like a dis­eased

    yak and now pounds on my door in­ter­rupt­ing my med­ita­tion?”




    Chi­un knew very well who it was, Re­mo knew. The old man had prob­ably heard him when he

    got off the el­eva­tor a hun­dred feet away and had rec­og­nized his foot­steps on the heavy

    com­mer­cial hall­way car­pet.




    “You know damn well who it is,” Re­mo said.




    “Go away. I don’t want any.”




    “Open the damn door be­fore I kick it in,” Re­mo said. Chi­un un­locked the door but did not

    open it. When Re­mo pushed it open, the old man was sit­ting on the floor, his back to the

    door.




    “Nice re­cep­tion,” Re­mo said. He looked around the room. It was ex­act­ly what he

    ex­pect­ed, prob­ably the hon­ey­moon suite. It looked per­fect for start­ing a harem. Chi­un

    sniffed. That was his an­swer.




    “Don’t you want to know where I’ve been?” Re­mo asked.




    “No. It is enough that I know where you have not been,” Chi­un said.




    “Oh? Where have I not been?”




    “You have not been see­ing Nel­lie Wil­son to ar­range for the As­sas­sin Aid Con­cert. And

    here I have gone to all the trou­ble of get­ting per­mis­sion from that lu­natic, Smith.”




    “I didn’t have time for Willie Nel­son, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “I was in a plane

    crash.”




    “Paaah.” Chi­un waved a long-​nailed hand over his head in dis­missal of such tri­fles.




    “I re­al­ized some­thing, Chi­un.”




    “There is al­ways a first time for ev­ery­thing,” Chi­un said.




    “I fi­nal­ly un­der­stood what you mean when you say feed­ing your vil­lage is not just a

    re­spon­si­bil­ity, but a priv­ilege too.” He saw that Chi­un was slow­ly turn­ing around to

    look at him. Re­mo said, “I helped save the peo­ple on the plane. It was like they were

    fam­ily, my fam­ily for a lit­tle while, and I think I know how you feel. “




    “One can­not equate the sur­vival of my very im­por­tant vil­lage with sav­ing the lives of

    a bunch of worth­less fat white peo­ple,” Chi­un said.




    “I know, I know, I know,” Re­mo said. “I know all that. It was just that the idea was the

    same.”




    “Well, per­haps you are not so hope­less as I thought,” Chi­un said and his hazel eyes

    soft­ened. “Let me see your hands,” he said sud­den­ly.




    “What for?”




    Chi­un clapped his hands to­geth­er. The sound shook a near­by cof­fee ta­ble and rat­tled a

    win­dow.




    “Your hands, quick­ly.”




    Re­mo ex­tend­ed his hands, palms up. Chi­un took them and stared at them. His nose

    wrin­kled.




    “Want to check be­hind my ears too?” Re­mo asked.




    “You have fired no guns re­cent­ly,” Chi­un said.




    “I have fired no guns in years. You know that,” Re­mo said. “What’s with you?”




    “You are,” said Chi­un, turn­ing away. “But not for long. You must re­turn to Fol­croft.

    Em­per­or Smith has need of your ser­vices.”




    “Why do I get the im­pres­sion that you’re try­ing to chase me away from here?” Re­mo

    said.




    “I have no in­ter­est in your im­pres­sions,” Chi­un said. “I am here on a per­son­al

    mat­ter that con­cerns the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Not you. Be gone. Go see Smith. Per­haps he can

    make use of you.”




    “Not so’s you’d no­tice,” Re­mo said. “Look . . .” he said, then stopped dead. He saw a

    streak of red that scored the scalp un­der the hair over Chi­un’s left ear. “Hey. You’re hurt.”

    He reached for­ward and Chi­un slapped his hand away an­gri­ly.




    “I cut it shav­ing,” Chi­un said.




    “You don’t shave,” Re­mo said.




    “Nev­er mind. It is on­ly a scratch.”




    “You couldn’t be scratched by a rock­et at­tack,” Re­mo said. “What the hell is go­ing

    on?”




    “Noth­ing. A lu­natic gun­man. I will be done with him by to­mor­row. Then we will speak of

    oth­er mat­ters. We will make plans for the con­cert.”




    “Some­body with a gun did that to you?” Re­mo said and whis­tled. “He must have been re­al

    good.”




    “On­ly his name is good,” Chi­un said. “To­mor­row he will be dog meat. You re­turn to

    Fol­croft.”




    “I’m stay­ing,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un swept out his hands. His fin­ger­nails shred­ded the heavy damask drapes.




    “I don’t need you,” Chi­un said.




    “I don’t care. I’m stay­ing.”




    “Then stay out here and leave me alone. I will have noth­ing to do with you,” Chi­un said

    and walked in­to the bed­room, slam­ming the door be­hind him.




    “I’m stay­ing any­way,” Re­mo shout­ed through the door.




    “Stay if you must. But stay out of my way,” Chi­un said.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    Re­mo heard the door from the bed­room to the out­side hall­way open, then close. Chi­un was

    leav­ing. He went to the door of the suite, lis­tened for a mo­ment, then heard the el­eva­tor

    doors in the mid­dle of the floor open and close.




    Chi­un was rid­ing down­stairs.




    Re­mo ran from the room and in­to the stair­well, rac­ing down the steps in gi­ant jumps

    that looked ef­fort­less, but which touched on­ly one step be­tween each land­ing. It was the

    way a six­ty-​foot-​tall gi­ant would have walked down those steps.




    Re­mo was not mov­ing at top speed since he knew he had plen­ty of time to get to the lob­by

    be­fore the el­eva­tor ar­rived. Then he would hide there and fol­low Chi­un and see just what

    was so im­por­tant that Chi­un could not tell him about it.




    In the lob­by, he sank in­to a soft wing chair and held a news­pa­per up in front of his

    face. Over the top of the news­pa­per, he could see the el­eva­tor’s con­trol lights. The

    el­eva­tor was now pass­ing the fourth floor on its way to the lob­by.




    It reached the lob­by; the door opened. The el­eva­tor was emp­ty.




    Where the hell was Chi­un? Re­mo stood up and looked around. He found Chi­un sit­ting in a

    wing chair di­rect­ly be­hind his.




    “Sit down, you im­be­cile,” Chi­un said. “You are draw­ing at­ten­tion to your­self, act­ing

    like a man look­ing for a lost dog.”




    Re­mo grinned in em­bar­rass­ment. “I heard you leave the room,” he said.




    “I heard you fol­low­ing me,” Chi­un said.




    “I came down the steps to get here be­fore the el­eva­tor,” Re­mo said.




    “So did I,” Chi­un said.




    “So now what do we do?” Re­mo asked. “Do we play hide-​and-​go-​seek all over De­troit?”




    “No,” Chi­un said. “You go back to the room. Or go see Em­per­or Smith in Fol­croft. Or go

    find Nel­lie Wil­son and con­vince him to sing for our con­cert. Any would be ac­cept­able.

    “




    “And you?” Re­mo asked.




    “I have busi­ness which does not con­cern you,” Chi­un said.




    “Not a chance,” Re­mo said. “You move from here and I’m go­ing to be on your tail like burrs

    on a bea­gle.”




    Chi­un brought his chair around and sat down next to Re­mo. His hazel eyes were sin­cere and

    thought­ful as he said, “Re­mo, there are some things you do not un­der­stand.”




    “That’s true enough,” Re­mo said, “but I al­ways count on you to ex­plain them to me. You’re

    my teach­er and I trust you.”




    “Then you must al­so trust that I have your best in­ter­ests at heart when I tell you that

    you are not yet ready to learn some­thing. “




    “I don’t buy that,” Re­mo said. “What am I not ready to learn?”




    “Many things. The prop­er greet­ings for Per­sian em­per­ors. The things one must not say to

    a pharaoh. The prop­er method of ne­go­ti­at­ing a con­tract. Many of the leg­ends and their

    deep­er mean­ings. Many things.”




    “You’re not try­ing to dodge me be­cause I don’t know how to say hel­lo to a Per­sian

    em­per­or,” Re­mo said. “This is some­thing that con­cerns me and I want to know what it is.

    “




    “You are a will­ful stub­born child,” Chi­un said an­gri­ly.




    “Just so that we both un­der­stand it,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un sighed. “You may fol­low me. But ask no ques tions. And stay out of my way.”




    In the huge park­ing lot of Dy­nacar In­dus­tries, just off the Ed­sel Ford Park­way in

    De­troit, work­men were scram­bling around ty­ing a green rib­bon around a pack­age.




    If it were not for the fact that the pack­age was six feet high, six feet wide, and fif­teen

    feet long, it would have looked like a wed­ding gift, even to the el­egant sil­very­white

    wrap­ping pa­per it was cov­ered with.




    Two dozen re­porters and cam­er­amen had al­ready showed up, fif­teen min­utes be­fore the

    sched­uled press con­fer­ence of Lyle Laval­lette, and they milled around the big pack­age,

    try­ing to see what it con­tained.




    “It’s a car. What do you ex­pect? Laval­lette didn’t call us here to show us some god­damn

    re­frig­er­ator.”




    “Hey, lis­ten. He got shot a few days ago and then Man­gan got killed last night. For all

    you know, there may be a god­damn hit squad un­der that rib­bon and they’re go­ing to blow us

    all away.”




    “I hope they start with you,” the first re­porter said. “It may be a car but it sure as hell

    stinks.”




    “I thought I was the on­ly one who no­ticed that,” an­oth­er re­porter said. “Maybe it’s

    these work­men.”




    “What’s that you said, ass­hole?” snarled one of the work­men. There were four of them,

    ly­ing on their stom­achs, clutch­ing mea­sur­ing tapes and try­ing to ar­range the foot-​wide

    green rib­bon atop the pack­age in­to a per­fect flo­ral-​style bow.




    “Noth­ing,” said the re­porter ner­vous­ly. “I didn’t say any­thing.”




    “We can smell it too,” the work­man said. “And we don’t like it any bet­ter than you.”




    “It smells like rot­ting garbage,” an­oth­er re­porter said. “Tell us about it. Hey, move

    that over a quar­ter of an inch. There.” The work­man picked up a walkie-​talkie from atop the

    pack­age and spoke in­to it. “How’s that?” He looked up­ward as a he­li­copter swirled in­to

    view over the park­ing lot. A voice an­swered back through the he­li­copter loud enough to be

    heard by the re­porters.




    “Looks per­fect. Now lock it down.”




    The work­man set about tap­ing the bow in place with trans­par­ent pack­age tape.




    “Damn Laval­lette and his god­damn per­fec­tion­ism,” one of the work­ers grum­bled.




    “What do you ex­pect from a mav­er­ick au­to ge­nius?” a re­porter asked.




    “Not pack­ages that smell,” the work­man said.




    “Just cars that stink,” an­oth­er work­man said. Watch­ing from an up­stairs win­dow of the

    Dy­nacar plant was Lyle Laval­lette. He felt good be­cause he knew he looked good. A new

    gir­dle, de­vel­oped in Eu­rope for preg­nant wom­en, had trimmed an­oth­er half-​inch off his

    waist­line.




    His per­son­al beau­ty con­sul­tant, who was on the Dy­nacar pay­roll as a de­sign

    co­or­di­na­tor, had just giv­en him a skin-​tight­en­ing-​cream fa­cial and had al­so

    clev­er­ly found a way to ce­ment the loose hair that had both­ered Laval­lette three days

    ear­li­er to an­oth­er hair, to guar­an­tee that it could no longer pop up and em­bar­rass him

    in front of the pho­tog­ra­phers.




    “Good, good, good, good, good,” he said. “The press is al­most all here. No sign of Rev­ell

    and Mil­lis?” he asked Miss Blaze.




    His sec­re­tary was wear­ing a heart-​stop­ping tight sweater in fuch­sia. She had been

    wear­ing a red sweater, but Laval­lette had made her change it be­cause he was wear­ing an

    or­ange tie and he thought the col­ors might clash. Chang­ing at the of­fice was no prob­lem,

    how­ev­er, since Laval­lette had in­sist­ed that she keep a dozen dif­fer­ent sweaters in her

    desk, to help en­ter­tain re­porters who might come to see them.




    “Mr. Rev­ell and Mr. Mil­lis haven’t ar­rived yet,” she said. “But I called their of­fices

    and they’re on their way.”




    “Good. I was wor­ried that they might can­cel just be­cause Man­gan got killed last

    night.”




    “No. They’re com­ing,” Miss Blaze said.




    “Okay. I want you to wait for them down­stairs,” Laval­lette said. “And when they come, you

    greet them and then take them to their seats on the dais.”




    “Okay. Any spe­cial seats, Mr. Laval­lette?”




    “Yes. Seat them on the left,” he said.




    “Is there a rea­son for that?” she asked.




    “Best rea­son of all,” Laval­lette said. He smiled at his sec­re­tary. “It’s down­wind,” he

    said.




    “Nice place you bring me to,” Re­mo said.




    “No­body in­vit­ed you to ac­com­pa­ny me here,” Chi­un said.




    “It smells like the town dump.”




    “That is be­cause there are many white peo­ple here,” Chi­un said. “I have no­ticed that

    about your kind.”




    “Why are we at a car com­pa­ny any­way? Dy­nacar In­dus­tries. I nev­er heard of it.”




    “I am here be­cause it is my du­ty,” Chi­un said. “You are here be­cause you are a

    pest.”




    They were stopped at the park­ing-​lot gate of Dy­nacar In­dus­tries by a uni­formed guard

    who hand­ed them a print­ed list of in­vit­ed guests and asked them to check off their

    names.




    Chi­un looked up and down the list, then made an X next to a name, hand­ed it back to the

    guard, and walked through the open gate.




    The guard looked at the clip­board of names, then at Chi­un, then back at the list.




    He glanced up at Re­mo. “He sure doesn’t look like Dan Rather,” he said.




    “Make­up,” Re­mo said. “He doesn’t have his TV make­up on. “




    The guard nod­ded and hand­ed Re­mo the clip­board. Re­mo looked up and down the list and at

    the bot­tom, he saw neat­ly typed his own name: RE­MO WILLIAMS.




    There was al­ready a check mark next to it. “Some­body al­ready checked off my name,” he

    said. “Yeah? Let’s see. Where’s that?”




    “Re­mo Williams. That’s me. See? It’s got an X next to it. “




    The guard shrugged. “What am I sup­posed to do? You know, ev­ery­body who comes in here is

    sup­posed to check off his name. Now I can’t let you in with­out you make a check mark on the

    list. That’s the way it works and we’ve got to do it that way. “




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “I un­der­stand.”




    He took the clip­board back and made an X next to a name and walked through the gate.




    The guard read the list and called af­ter him, “Nice to see you, Miss Wal­ters. I watch your

    shows all the time.” Re­mo caught up with Chi­un as the small Ori­en­tal moved through the pack

    of news­men, which had now grown to more than fifty. Chi­un marched through like a gen­er­al,

    smack­ing aside with an im­pe­ri­ous hand loose­ly held cam­eras which threat­ened to in­jure

    his per­son. Cam­er­amen start­ed to yell at him, then stopped and ooohed a large sigh as Miss

    Blaze stepped out on the dais, lead­ing James Rev­ell, head of Gen­er­al Au­tos, and Hu­bert

    Mil­lis, pres­ident of Amer­ican Au­to­mo­biles, to seats at the end of the dais.




    “Look at the tits on that,” one cam­era­man said in an awestruck voice.




    “Got to ad­mit,” an­oth­er one said. “Laval­lette knows how to trav­el.”




    “I hope he’s do­ing a lot of trav­el­ing up and down on that one,” some­one else said.




    Chi­un stopped near the front of the dais and shook his head.




    “I nev­er un­der­stand the fas­ci­na­tion of your kind with milk glands,” he told Re­mo.




    “You didn’t hear me say any­thing, did you?” Re­mo asked.




    He looked up and saw the two men who had just sat down take our hand­ker­chiefs and hold

    them in front of their faces. The stench at this spot was over­pow­er­ing and Re­mo said,

    “Couldn’t we find a less po­tent place to stand?”




    “Here,” Chi­un said. “Slow your breath­ing. That will help you. And your talk­ing. That will

    help me.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. He leaned to­ward Chi­un. “A fun­ny thing just hap­pened,” he said.




    “I’m sure you’ll tell me about it,” Chi­un said.




    “I have nev­er seen you so grouchy,” Re­mo said. “Any­way, they had my name here on the

    guest list. Did you tell any­body I was com­ing?”




    “No,” Chi­un said.




    He turned to look at Re­mo, who said, “And some­body put an X to my name.” He thought it

    might cheer Chi­un up if he played straight man and tossed him a line that could lead to a

    high-​qual­ity in­sult, so he said, “Do you think there are two just like me in the world?”




    He was sur­prised when Chi­un did not re­spond in the ex­pect­ed way. “You saw a check mark

    next to your name?” he said.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “Re­mo, I ask you again to leave this place,” said Chi­un.




    “No.”




    “As you will. But what­ev­er hap­pens, I do not want you to in­ter­fere. Do you

    un­der­stand?”




    “I un­der­stand and you can count on it. I’ll sit on my hands, no mat­ter what hap­pens,”

    Re­mo said. Chi­un seemed not to be lis­ten­ing. His eyes were scan­ning the crowd, and then

    there was a smat­ter­ing of ap­plause that brought all eyes up to the podi­um with its Medusa’s

    head of mi­cro­phones. Lyle Laval­lette, wear­ing a blue blaz­er with the new Dy­nacar

    In­dus­tries em­blem on the pock­et, waved to the press and stepped to­ward the

    mi­cro­phones.




    “Who’s that?” Re­mo said, as much to him­self as to Chi­un.




    “That’s Lyle Laval­lette, the Mav­er­ick Ge­nius of the Au­to In­dus­try,” said a re­porter

    next to Re­mo. “What are you here for if you don’t know any­thing?”




    “Ba­si­cal­ly to rip your throat out if you say an­oth­er word to me,” Re­mo said, and when

    his eyes locked with the re­porter’s the news­man gulped and turned away.




    Laval­lette fixed a big smile on his face and slow­ly turned for 180 points of the com­pass

    to make sure that ev­ery pho­tog­ra­pher had a chance to get a full-​face shot of him.




    “Ladies and gen­tle­men,” he said, “I want to thank you for com­ing to­day. I apol­ogize for

    the slight de­lay in schedul­ing but I was busy in a hos­pi­tal be­ing treat­ed for gun­shot

    wounds.” He smiled again to let them know he was ful­ly re­cov­ered and that it would take more

    than mere bul­lets to stop Lyle Laval­lette. He wished now that he had joked with doc­tors at

    the hos­pi­tal; that would have been good stuff for Peo­ple mag­azine.




    “And I al­so want to thank Mr. James Rev­ell, the head of Gen­er­al Au­tos, and Mr. Hu­bert

    Mil­lis, pres­ident of Amer­ican Au­to­mo­biles, for com­ing here to­day al­so. Their pres­ence

    un­der­scores the im­por­tant fact that we are not here to­day to un­veil or launch a

    com­mer­cial en­ter­prise but to an­nounce a world-​shak­ing sci­en­tif­ic dis­cov­ery.” He

    looked around at the re­porters again be­fore con­tin­uing.




    “I would be re­miss if I did not point out our deep sor­row at the tragedy that has

    be­fall­en Mr. Drake Man­gan, the pres­ident of Na­tion­al Au­tos. I know that Drake-​my dear,

    good old friend Drake-​with his keen in­ter­est in tech­nol­ogy, would al­so have been here if

    death had not closed down pro­duc­tion on him first.”




    Re­mo heard the two men, who had been in­tro­duced as Rev­ell and Mil­lis, speak to each

    oth­er.




    “Good old friend Drake?” Rev­ell said. “Drake want­ed to kill the bas­tard.”




    “Still seems like a good idea,” Mil­lis re­spond­ed.




    “But no fur­ther ado, ladies and gen­tle­men,” Laval­lette said. “I know you’re all

    won­der­ing what the Mav­er­ick Ge­nius of the Au­to In­dus­try has up his sleeve this time.

    Well, it’s sim­ply this. The gaso­line-​pow­ered au­to­mo­bile, as we know it, is dead.”




    There was si­lence un­til Re­mo said aloud, “Good.”




    Laval­lette ig­nored the com­ment and went on. “The in­ter­nal-​com­bus­tion en­gine, the

    ba­sis for the au­to in­dus­try as we have known it be­fore to­day, is now a mu­se­um piece. A

    di­nosaur.”




    Re­mo clapped. No one else made a sound. Chi­un said, “Be qui­et. I want to hear this.” But

    his eyes were scan­ning the crowd con­stant­ly and Re­mo knew that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had

    not shown up to lis­ten to some kind of an­nounce­ment about a new bomb-​mo­bile.




    “A di­nosaur,” Laval­lette re­peat­ed. “It’s iron­ic, per­haps, be­cause the di­nosaur has

    been for years the source of our won­der­ful car cul­ture, in the form of de­cayed an­imal

    mat­ter that we ex­tract from un­der the sands of the world in the form of crude oil. De­cayed

    di­nosaurs, the leav­ings of the primeval world. But those sup­plies have been dwin­dling and

    our four-​wheeled cul­ture has been threat­ened with slow ex­tinc­tion.” He paused for

    dra­mat­ic ef­fect. “Un­til to­day.”




    Laval­lette pat­ted his white hair, re­as­sured to find it all in place.




    “While I was fight­ing my lone­ly bat­tle against Com­mu­nist tyran­ny in Nicaragua,” he

    said, “I had a great deal of time to do new re­search on new means of pow­er­ing au­tos. Ladies

    and gen­tle­men, here is the so­lu­tion.”




    He looked up and the he­li­copter which had been hov­er­ing over a far cor­ner of the lot

    spun for­ward. It stopped over the sil­ver-​wrapped pack­age in front of the dais. Laval­lette

    nod­ded and a man dropped on a rope from the he­li­copter, at­tached the rope to a hook in the

    top of the sil­very pack­age, then pulled on the rope and the he­li­copter be­gan to rise.




    “Ladies and gen­tle­men, wel­come to the pub­lic un­veil­ing of the mar­vel of our age, the

    su­per­car of to­mor­row here to­day. The Dy­nacar.”




    The pack­age was lift­ed in­to space by the ris­ing he­li­copter. It had had no bot­tom and

    as it lift­ed off the ground, it re­vealed a sleek black au­to­mo­bile.




    Be­hind the au­to­mo­bile, in a neat row, stood three shiny met­al trash­cans. They were

    filled to the brim and the faint breeze car­ried the nox­ious stench of their con­tents back

    in­to the faces of the press. Rev­ell, at the end of the dais, start­ed to cough; Hu­bert

    Mil­lis choked, turned and retched.




    Next to the garbage cans was a small black ma­chine that looked like an in­dus­tri­al

    vac­uum clean­er.




    “Just as the cars of yes­ter­day were fu­eled by the refuse of yes­ter­day, the

    Dy­nacar-​the car of to­day-​will op­er­ate on the refuse of to­day. No more gaso­line. No more

    oil. No more ex­haust or pol­lu­tion. Gen­tle­men. Please.”




    He nod­ded to the work­men, who stepped up to the row of trash­cans and one by one be­gan

    emp­ty­ing them in­to the top of the small black de­vice. Old news­pa­pers, cof­fee grounds,

    chick­en bones, un­der­wear tum­bled in­to the round black hole. Some spilled over and fell to

    the ground and mag­gots be­gan climb­ing up the side of the black ma­chine.




    The work­men hasti­ly brushed them back. When all three cans had been emp­tied in­to the

    black de­vice, one of the work­men pushed a but­ton.




    Im­me­di­ate­ly, there was a whirling grind­ing noise, like a com­bi­na­tion clothes dri­er

    and trash com­pactor work­ing. Slow­ly, the mound of garbage that had topped the open­ing of

    the black ma­chine be­gan to move. It shook and lift­ed, mag­gots and all, then slow­ly

    dis­ap­peared in­to the ma­chine’s gap­ing maw.




    “You are watch­ing the Dy­nacar refuse con­vert­er in op­er­ation,” Laval­lette an­nounced.

    “This de­vice du­pli­cates the same ac­tion that trans­formed the car­cass­es of the di­nosaurs

    in­to fu­el. But this is an in­stant pro­ces­sor and re­fin­er all in one.”




    The grind­ing stopped and Laval­lette sig­naled one of the work­men, who closed the top of

    the ma­chine, then stood off to the side, fight­ing the dry heaves. That was bad for the

    cor­po­rate im­age and Laval­lette made a men­tal note to have the man fired.




    Laval­lette stepped down from the plat­form. Re­mo no­ticed that the two au­tomak­ers,

    Rev­ell and Mil­lis, were lean­ing for­ward, watch­ing. Chi­un, mean­while, was still scan­ning

    the crowd.




    Laval­lette went to the base of the black ma­chine and opened a small door. He turned

    around, hold­ing above his head a gray­ish-​brown lump about the size of a pack of

    cigarettes.




    “Here you are, ladies and gen­tle­men. Those three bar­rels of trash you just saw dumped

    in­to the ma­chine have now been con­vert­ed in­to this.”




    “What has this got to do-​with cars?” a re­porter called out.




    “Ev­ery­thing,” Laval­lette said. “Be­cause this lit­tle block here is sol­id fu­el and it’s

    enough fu­el to run my Dy­nacar for a week with­out re­fill­ing. Imag­ine it. In­stead of

    putting out your trash ev­ery Tues­day, you sim­ply dump it in the refuse con­vert­er, turn on

    the mo­tor, and from the bot­tom you take out fu­el for your au­to. In one stroke, the

    prob­lems of waste dis­pos­al and fu­el for the fam­ily car are solved. “




    A re­porter called out an­oth­er ques­tion. Laval­lette rec­og­nized him; he was from an

    in­de­pen­dent lo­cal sta­tion which had nev­er liked Laval­lette. The sta­tion had re­fused to

    call him a mav­er­ick ge­nius of the au­to in­dus­try and had in fact called him one of the car

    busi­ness’s great­est frauds.




    “My sta­tion wants to know what hap­pens if you’re a two-​car fam­ily?” he asked, with a

    smirk.




    “Those peo­ple can just stay tuned to your chan­nel all day long. You pro­duce enough

    garbage for the en­tire coun­try,” Laval­lette said.




    There was a po­lite rip­ple of laugh­ter in the crowd. Lavel­lette was sur­prised; he had

    ex­pect­ed a bel­ly laugh. He checked the faces of the me­dia peo­ple and in­stead of the

    wide-​eyed amaze­ment he had an­tic­ipat­ed, he saw per­plex­ity, frowns, and more than a few

    fin­gers pinch­ing nos­trils closed.




    “Let’s get this straight, Mr. Laval­lette,” a net­work re­porter asked. “This ve­hi­cle runs

    ex­clu­sive­ly on garbage?”




    “Refuse,” Laval­lette said. He didn’t like the word “garbage.” He could see the En­quir­er

    head­line now: “MAV­ER­ICK AU­TO GE­NIUS UN­VEILS GARBAGE­MO­BILE.”




    “Will it run on any kind of refuse?” an­oth­er re­porter de­mand­ed.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly. Any­thing from fish heads to old com­ic books to- “




    A re­porter in­ter­rupt­ed and Laval­lette saw from his nametag that he was from Rolling

    Stone.




    “Will it run on shit?”




    “I beg your par­don,” Laval­lette said.




    “Shit. Will it run on shit?”




    “We haven’t tried that,” Laval­lette said.




    “But it might?”




    “Per­haps. Ac­tu­al­ly, no rea­son why not.”




    He felt a lit­tle re­lieved when he re­al­ized that no re­spectable news­pa­per in Amer­ica

    would coin the word “shit­mo­bile.” And who cared what Rolling Stone said any­way?




    “We want to see the car run,” the Rolling Stone re­porter said. Ap­par­ent­ly this had not

    oc­curred to any of the oth­er me­dia types there be­cause they in­stant­ly start­ed to shout:

    “Yeah, yeah. Let’s see it run. Drive it, Laval­lette.”




    Laval­lette ges­tured for si­lence, then said, “This is the sec­ond pro­to­type. The first

    was stolen last week . . . I sus­pect, by in­dus­try spies. But the laugh is on them. Both the

    refuse con­vert­er and the en­gine of the Dy­nacar are so rev­olu­tion­ary that they can­not be

    du­pli­cat­ed with­out in­fring­ing on my ex­clu­sive patents. And to make cer­tain that the

    se­cret of its in­ter­nal op­er­at­ing sys­tem re­mains ex­clu­sive­ly the prop­er­ty of

    Dy­nacar, each mod­el will come with a sealed hood, and on­ly Dy­nacar li­censed shops will be

    al­lowed to ser­vice them. Any­one who tam­pers with the seals on the hood will find that the

    en­gine has self-​de­struc­ted in­to un­rec­og­niz­able slag-​as I’m sure the thieves who made

    off with the on­ly oth­er ex­ist­ing mod­el have dis­cov­ered by now.




    “And now. A demon­stra­tion of the Dy­nacar in ac­tion.” Laval­lette felt the eyes of

    Rev­ell and Mil­lis on him as he made his way through the crowd. While the cam­er­amen crowd­ed

    around, he opened a small flap in the hood of the au­to­mo­bile and slid in the tiny cube of

    com­pressed garbage.




    “That, ladies and gen­tle­men, is enough fu­el to run this ve­hi­cle for a week.”




    He sat be­hind the wheel of the car and as the cam­eras zoomed in, he held up a gold­en

    ig­ni­tion key for all to see.




    At first, the re­porters thought Laval­lette was hav­ing trou­ble get­ting the car to start.

    They saw him slip the key in­to the ig­ni­tion and turn it, but there was no an­swer­ing

    rum­ble from un­der the hood, no throb or vi­bra­tion of an en­gine.




    But sud­den­ly, with a cheery wave through the win­dow, Laval­lette sent the Dy­nacar

    surg­ing ahead. The perime­ter of the park­ing lot had been kept clear of au­to­mo­biles and so

    it served him as a test track. One re­porter timed it as mov­ing from ze­ro to six­ty-​five in

    ten sec­onds flat, which was high qual­ity for a non­rac­ing car. Laval­lette sped the car

    around the lot and brought it back to the start­ing point to a qui­et stop. Through­out the

    en­tire drive, the Dy­nacar had made no sound but for the squeal of its tires.




    When he stepped from the car, Laval­lette was grin­ning from ear to ear. He struck a hero­ic

    pose. On the dais, Miss Blaze start­ed to clap. Re­porters clapped too, not be­cause they

    thought it was prop­er for them to do so, but to en­cour­age Miss Blaze so that she would

    con­tin­ue her bo­som-​bounc­ing ova­tion.




    Laval­lette ges­tured to the work­men, who came for­ward to stand in front of the Dy­nacar.

    One spoke in­to his walkie-​talkie and a mo­ment lat­er, the he­li­copter popped back in­to

    view, still hold­ing, sus­pend­ed from its un­der­side, the gi­ant sil­ver box that had

    cov­ered the car. Swift­ly, as with a well-​re­hearsed op­er­ation, the copter flew in and

    low­ered the con­tain­er down over the Dy­nacar. The work­men un­fas­tened the ropes that held

    it and the he­li­copter chopped off, as Laval­lette went back to the podi­um and said in­to the

    mi­cro­phones, “I’ll take your ques­tions now. “




    “You claim this car is non­pol­lut­ing?”




    “You can see that for your­selves,” Laval­lette said. “There’s no ex­haust, no tailpipe. Not

    even a muf­fler, I might add.”




    “What about the smell?”




    “What smell?” asked Laval­lette.




    “There’s a dis­tinct odor of garbage. We all smelled it when you drove past.”




    “Non­sense,” said Laval­lette. “That’s just the af­tersmell of the refuse that was sit­ting

    around be­fore. And I apol­ogize for that, but I want­ed to get the worst, most ran­cid waste

    we could just to show how ef­fi­cient the pro­cess was.”




    “You should have used shit,” yelled the re­porter from Rolling Stone.




    “You were shot ear­li­er this week by some­one claim­ing to rep­re­sent an en­vi­ron­men­tal

    group. Do you think that shoot­ing would have oc­curred if that group had known about the

    Dy­nacar?”




    “No,” Laval­lette said. “This car is the an­swer to ev­ery en­vi­ron­men­tal­ist’s

    prayers.”




    “What do you think, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked.




    “I think you should go home,” the old Ori­en­tal said. His eyes still flicked around the

    crowd.




    “We’ve been through that. What the hell are you look­ing for?”




    “Peace of mind. And not get­ting it,” Chi­un snapped.




    “Fine,” Re­mo said. “You got it. I’ll see you around.”




    “Re­mem­ber. Do not in­ter­fere,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo walked off in a huff. He could not fig­ure out what was trou­bling Chi­un. All right.

    The old man was al­lowed to be dis­turbed be­cause he’d been nicked by some­one’s lucky shot,

    but why take it out on Re­mo? And why come here? What made him think that the gun­man might be

    here?




    Be­hind him, as he walked through the clus­ters of me­dia peo­ple, Re­mo heard Laval­lette

    still an­swer­ing ques­tions. “Mr. Laval­lette. While ev­ery­one knows that you’re the

    Mav­er­ick Ge­nius of the Au­to In­dus­try, you’ve nev­er been known as an in­ven­tor. How did

    you man­age to make the tech­no­log­ical break­throughs nec­es­sary for the Dy­nacar?”




    Laval­lette said smooth­ly, “Odd­ly enough, there are no tech­no­log­ical break­throughs in

    this car, ex­cept for the drive train. All the oth­er tech­nol­ogy is on line. In the East,

    some apart­ment build­ings, even some elec­tric plants, are pow­ered by com­pressed garbage

    used as fu­el. The trick in­volved adapt­ing ex­ist­ing tech­nol­ogy in a form that could be

    af­ford­ed by the av­er­age Amer­ican fam­ily. We’ve done that. “




    “When will you be able to go in­to pro­duc­tion?”




    “Im­me­di­ate­ly,” Laval­lette said.




    “When do you think you’ll be ready to com­pete with the Big Three au­tomak­ers?”




    “The ques­tion is,” Laval­lette said with a grin, “when will they be able to com­pete with

    me?” He turned and smiled at Rev­ell and Mil­lis, who sat at the end of the dais, star­ing at

    the box cov­er­ing the Dy­nacar mod­el.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly,” Laval­lette said, “since the tragedy that has be­fall­en Drake Man­gan, I

    have been con­tact­ed by a num­ber of peo­ple in­volved in the man­age­ment of Na­tion­al

    Au­tos. There may be an op­por­tu­ni­ty there for us to pool our forces.”




    “You mean you’d take over Na­tion­al Au­tos?”




    “No such po­si­tion has been of­fered to me,” Laval­lette said, “but with Mr. Man­gan’s

    death, it may be time for that com­pa­ny to look in a new di­rec­tion. The Dy­nacar is the car

    of to­day and to­mor­row. Ev­ery­thing else is yes­ter­day.”




    “Rev­ell. Mil­lis.”




    Re­porters be­gan to call out the names of the oth­er two car ex­ec­utives at the end of the

    dais.




    They looked up as if sur­prised in their bath­tubs. “Would you con­sid­er join­ing forces

    with Laval­lette to pro­duce the Dy­nacar?” The two men waved away the ques­tion.




    Off to the side of the dais, Re­mo saw a group of men in three-​piece suits con­fer­ring in

    low voic­es. They were sup­posed to look like au­to ex­ec­utives but Re­mo could tell by the

    way they stood, their hands float­ing free, that they were armed. Their hands nev­er strayed

    far from the places in their belts or un­der their armpits where hand­guns could be tucked. He

    could even see the bulges of some of the weapons. Slop­py, he thought. They might as well have

    been wear­ing neck­ties with the word “Body­guard” stitched on in Day-​Glo thread.




    With the am­pli­fied voice of Lyle Laval­lette echo­ing over his head, Re­mo no­ticed a

    cam­era­man mov­ing along the fringe of the pack of news­men. Re­mo re­al­ized he was watch­ing

    the man be­cause he car­ried the video cam­era awk­ward­ly, as if he were not used to its

    weight. The man was tall, with dark hair, and had a scar run­ning down the right side of his

    jaw. His eyes were hard and cold and Re­mo thought there was some­thing fa­mil­iar about

    them.




    As he watched, the cam­era­man moved through the crowd and then emerged on the oth­er side

    of the pack, fac­ing the spot on the dais where James Rev­ell and Hu­bert Mil­lis, the heads of

    the oth­er two car com­pa­nies, were sit­ting.




    From the cor­ner of Re­mo’s eyes, he saw Chi­un mov­ing up to­ward the dais. Per­haps Chi­un

    had no­ticed some­thing too. Was this it? Was this what Chi­un had warned him to stay out

    of?




    He should just turn and walk away. This was none of his busi­ness, but as he made up his

    mind to do that, he saw the cam­era­man fum­ble with his right hand in­to the grip of the

    cam­era which he was car­ry­ing on his left shoul­der. He was root­ing around for some­thing,

    and then his en­tire body tensed in a preat­tack mode that meant on­ly one thing: a gun.




    “Chi­un! Watch out!” Re­mo called. The quick­est way to the cam­era­man was through the

    re­porters and Re­mo moved through them like a one-​ton bowl­ing ball through rub­ber pins.




    The man with the scar dropped the video cam­era and sud­den­ly there was a long-​bar­reled

    black pis­tol in his hands. He dropped in­to a marks­man’s crouch and be­fore Re­mo could reach

    him, four shots came. One, two, three, four. Their re­ports blend­ed in­to a short burst that

    was al­most like the per­cus­sive burp of a ma­chine gun.




    Re­mo looked to­ward the dais and saw Chi­un’s body ly­ing across those of James Rev­ell and

    Hu­bert Mil­lis.




    None was mov­ing. Lyle Laval­lette was run­ning down the slight­ly el­evat­ed stage to­ward

    the fall­en men and the body­guards were com­ing from the oth­er side.




    Re­mo swerved away from the gun­man and ran to­ward the plat­form. News­men were mov­ing

    close now and Re­mo vault­ed over them and land­ed atop the pile of bod­ies. “Chi­un, Chi­un,”

    he called. “Are you all right?”




    The squeaky voice from un­der him an­swered, “I was un­til some ele­phant crashed up­on my

    poor body.”




    The gun­man had stopped fir­ing; there were prob­ably too many news­men in the way for him

    to have a shot, Re­mo re­al­ized. He start­ed to his feet, even as he felt the bod­ies of

    Laval­lette and the body­guards drop on top of the pile.




    “I’ll get the gun­man, Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    He start­ed to slip through the pack, but could not get free. Some­thing was hold­ing his

    an­kle. He reached down to free it, but the pres­sure was sud­den­ly re­leased. He tried to

    stand again and the pres­sure was on his oth­er an­kle. Through the clus­ter of bod­ies, he

    could see noth­ing.




    Re­mo lunged back­ward with his body and sud­den­ly the pres­sure was re­leased and Re­mo

    went sprawl­ing on­to his back on the plat­form.




    He stood up and looked over the heads of the re­porters who were clus­tered milling about in

    front of the dais. The gun­man was gone.




    Re­mo dart­ed in­to the crowd but there was no sign of the man. All around him, re­porters

    were bab­bling.




    “Who was it?”




    “Who did the shoot­ing?”




    “Did any­body get hit?”




    He heard one re­porter say, “I know who did it.” Re­mo moved quick­ly be­hind that re­porter

    and grasped his ear­lobe be­tween right thumb and fore­fin­ger.




    “Who did it, bud­dy?” he said.




    “Owwww. Stop that.”




    “First, who did it?”




    “A cam­era­man. He came when I did and I saw his name on the guest list.”




    “What was his name?” Re­mo said.




    “A fun­ny name. Owwww. All right. His name was Re­mo Williams.”




    Re­mo re­leased the news­man’s ear, swal­lowed hard, then ran back to the dais to col­lect

    Chi­un so they could get out of the mob scene be­fore they wound up as stars on the

    six-​o’clock news.




    As they left the park­ing lot, they could hear the whoop­ing of ap­proach­ing po­lice

    sirens.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was not hun­gry. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would not be hun­gry for

    the fore­see­able fu­ture, at least so long as his un­grate­ful wretch of a pupil con­tin­ued

    to in­trude up­on his pri­va­cy.




    “Well, I’m hun­gry and I in­tend to make some rice.”




    “Good,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Make it in Mas­sachusetts,” he added, re­peat­ing a

    slo­gan he had once heard on tele­vi­sion.




    Re­mo bit back an an­swer and went in­to the small kitch­enette of the ho­tel suite. On the

    counter, on a room-​ser­vice tray, were six pack­ages of whole-​grain brown rice, and as a

    con­ces­sion to va­ri­ety; one pack­age of white rice, which ac­cord­ing to Chi­un had less

    nu­tri­ent val­ue and an in­fe­ri­or taste. Not to men­tion be­ing im­prop­er­ly col­ored.




    Re­mo opened the pack­age of white rice. “Yum, yum. White rice. My fa­vorite.”




    He glanced in­to the liv­ing room and saw a dis­gust­ed ex­pres­sion wrin­kle Chi­un’s

    parch­ment fea­tures. But the old man did not move from his lo­tus po­si­tion in the cen­ter of

    the floor.




    “I haven’t had white rice in so long, just the thought of a steam­ing bowl makes my mouth

    wa­ter.”




    Chi­un sniffed dis­dain­ful­ly.




    Re­mo put on a pot of wa­ter and mea­sured out a half-​cup of rice grains. While he wait­ed

    for the wa­ter to boil, he made pleas­ant con­ver­sa­tion al­though he was not in a pleas­ant

    mood. Still, af­ter a half-​day of ar­gu­ment and plead­ing had failed to move Chi­un, he had

    de­cid­ed on this ap­proach.




    “Sure wish we had this rice in the desert, when my plane crashed. Do you know, Chi­un? I was

    the lead­er of all the sur­vivors. Sur­round­ed by sand. And I found my­self en­joy­ing

    it.”




    “You would,” Chi­un said. “I will have Smith buy you a sand­box for Christ­mas.”




    “I en­joyed be­ing ap­pre­ci­at­ed. There we were sur­round­ed by sand and these peo­ple I

    had nev­er met be­fore looked up to me. “




    “So did the sand prob­ably,” said Chi­un.




    The first bub­bles of wa­ter sur­faced in the pot and Re­mo looked for a wood­en spoon but

    had to set­tle for a plas­tic one.




    “I think I may have helped save some lives,” Re­mo said. “That was the part that stays with

    me. I guess I can un­der­stand how im­por­tant you think it is to feed the vil­lagers of

    Sinan­ju.”




    The rice swirled in the boil­ing wa­ter.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju opened his mouth to speak, a soft­er light in his hazel eyes, but he

    caught him­self be­fore the breath be­came a kind word and re­sumed star­ing in­to

    in­fin­ity.




    Re­mo saw the mo­men­tary soft­en­ing and went on, as he put a lid on the pot: “I used to

    think those peo­ple in Sinan­ju were lazy un­grate­ful bas­tards. Ev­ery one of them. Liv­ing

    off the blood mon­ey of the Mas­ter. But I’ve changed now.”




    Chi­un brushed a long-​nailed fin­ger against an eye. Was he brush­ing away a tear? Re­mo

    won­dered.




    “I can un­der­stand now how it is a Mas­ter’s obli­ga­tion to feed the vil­lage.”




    He wait­ed five min­utes then opened the pot. The rice was soft and fluffy.




    “Maybe some­day, I’ll be the one to feed the peo­ple of Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said, putting the

    rice in­to two iden­ti­cal bowls. “I’d like that.”




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un from the cor­ner of his eye but the aged Ko­re­an avert­ed his

    face.




    “Care for some rice?” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly.




    Chi­un came up from his sit­ting po­si­tion as if be­ing cat­apult­ed from the floor. He

    cleared the space to his bed­room like a flash of gold­en light, the col­or of his day

    ki­mono.




    The door slammed be­hind him and through the door pan­el Re­mo could hear the sound of the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju nois­ily blow­ing his nose. It sound­ed like a goose honk­ing.




    A mo­ment lat­er, the door re­opened and Chi­un stood framed in the door­way, calm and

    serene, a be­atif­ic ex­pres­sion on his face.




    “Yes, my son. I think I will have some rice,” he said for­mal­ly.




    Af­ter they had put aside their emp­ty bowls and eat­ing sticks, Re­mo said, “I would speak

    with you, Lit­tle Fa­ther. “




    Chi­un held up a hand. “The pro­pri­eties must be ob­served. First the food.”




    “Yes?” said Re­mo.




    “I think you are fi­nal­ly learn­ing to cook rice prop­er­ly. That rice was cor­rect­ly

    done, not like that in­sid­ious mor­tar that Japanese re­fer to as rice. This was done in the

    Ko­re­an style.”




    “That’s the way I like it in Chi­nese restau­rants,” Re­mo said.




    “Pah,” said Chi­un. “The Chi­nese stole the cor­rect cook­ing tech­nique from the Ko­re­ans,

    who are wide­ly ac­knowl­edged to be the world’s great­est chefs.”




    Re­mo nod­ded his head in agree­ment, al­though the on­ly Ko­re­an dish he had ev­er tast­ed

    was some kind of pick­led cab­bage that tast­ed like ran­cid crab­grass.




    He low­ered his head and wait­ed and fi­nal­ly Chi­un said, “And now you may speak of oth­er

    things.”




    “I know this sub­ject of­fends you, Chi­un, but I must ask. Who was that gun­man this

    af­ter­noon?”




    “Some lu­natic who likes to shoot peo­ple,” Chi­un said ca­su­al­ly.




    “He gave his name to one of the re­porters there,” Re­mo said.




    “An alias,” Chi­un said. “Amer­ican gang­sters are al­ways us­ing alias­es.”




    “He gave his name as Re­mo Williams,” Re­mo said.




    “He prob­ably picked the name at ran­dom from the tele­phone book,” Chi­un said.




    “There aren’t a lot of Re­mo Williamses in the tele­phone book, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Why did

    Smith send you to De­troit?”




    “Busi­ness,” Chi­un said.




    “I fig­ured that much. That gun­man’s your tar­get?”




    “You should have fig­ured that out too,” Chi­un said.




    “I’m try­ing to be re­spect­ful and hold a de­cent con­ver­sa­tion with you,” Re­mo said,

    and Chi­un, look­ing as chas­tened as Re­mo had ev­er seen him, said noth­ing.




    “I thought about a lot of things when I was out in that desert,” Re­mo said. “I thought

    about who I am and what I was, and how I nev­er had any fam­ily, ex­cept for you. I guess

    that’s why I was im­pressed when the oth­er pas­sen­gers looked up to me. It was al­most like

    hav­ing a fam­ily.”




    Chi­un re­mained silent and Re­mo said, “Fun­ny that guy would have my name.”




    “It is one thing to have a name,” Chi­un said. “It is quite an­oth­er just to use a

    name.”




    “You think that man was just us­ing my name?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. That man is a cru­el trick­ster, a vi­cious de­ceit­ful white. With­out his cru­el

    guile, I would not now bear this scar on my aged head,” Chi­un said.




    “The wound will heal, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “The shame will not heal. Not un­til I have erased that de­ceiv­er from this ex­is­tence. He

    can­not be al­lowed to live.” Chi­un’s voice trem­bled with a low anger.




    “I am ready to help,” Re­mo said. What was that strange look that came in­to Chi­un’s eyes?

    Re­mo won­dered. It was a flash of some­thing. Was it fear?




    “No,” Chi­un said, too loud­ly. “You must not. It is for­bid­den.”




    “The shame that you feel on your shoul­ders rests on my shoul­ders too,” Re­mo said. “You

    know that.”




    “I know that and I know many oth­er things. Some of which you do not know, my son.”




    “What things?” Re­mo asked.




    “I know what must be done and I know what must not be done. And since I am the teach­er and

    you the pupil, you must ac­cept this as a fact.”




    “I ac­cept it as a fact,” Re­mo said. “But you must tell me these things or I will nev­er

    learn them.” Chi­un was hid­ing some­thing, he knew. But what?




    “Wait here,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly. He rose smooth­ly to his feet and padded soft­ly to the

    lac­quered trunks neat­ly stacked in the cor­ner of the liv­ing room.




    He bent deep in­to one of the trunks, looked around for a while, then grunt­ed in

    sat­is­fac­tion and came back hold­ing some­thing care­ful­ly in his bony fin­gers.




    He sat down across from Re­mo and hand­ed him the ob­ject he was hold­ing.




    “This is one of the great­est trea­sures of Sinan­ju.” Re­mo looked at it. It was

    fist-​sized, gray and flecked with shiny par­ti­cles like bits of fused sand, and cold to his

    touch.




    “A rock?” said Re­mo.




    “No,” Chi­un said. “No or­di­nary rock. It is a rock tak­en from the moon.”




    Re­mo turned it over in his hands. “From the moon? Smith must have got­ten it for you.” He

    looked up. “How’d you get Smit­ty to con NASA in­to giv­ing you a moon rock?”




    “No,” Chi­un said. “This rock was giv­en to me by my fa­ther, who re­ceived it from his

    fa­ther, and so on, back to the one who plucked it from the moun­tains on the moon, Mas­ter

    Shang.”




    Re­mo cocked an eye­brow. “Nev­er heard of him. And I’d be sur­prised if they re­al­ly heard

    of him on the moon ei­ther. “




    Chi­un shook his head for em­pha­sis. “Mas­ter Shang,” he in­sist­ed. “He is known as the

    Mas­ter who walked to the moon.”




    “Oh, that ex­plains it,” Re­mo said. “I knew the Mas­ters in the old days didn’t have

    space­ships but nat­ural­ly they didn’t need them ’cause they just walked to the moon.”




    “I will ig­nore your in­so­lence ex­cept to point out that ab­so­lute cer­tain­ty is

    gen­er­al­ly the refuge of the nin­com­poop.”




    “Nin­com­poop or not, the first man on the moon was Neil Arm­strong and he was an Amer­ican

    and that is an ab­so­lute cer­tain­ty. And why are we talk­ing about the moon? We were talk­ing

    about things that you know and I don’t and it’s pret­ty ob­vi­ous now that you know

    ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing about the moon,” Re­mo said. “Less than noth­ing.”




    “I will tell you the sto­ry of Mas­ter Shang,” Chi­un said. “It was in the days of the Han

    dy­nasty in Chi­na. Mas­ter Shang was the rul­ing Mas­ter in those days but he was not a great

    Mas­ter, ex­cept for this one feat.




    “Now Mas­ter Shang of­ten per­formed ser­vices for the Em­per­or of Chi­na in those days.

    This was when the Chi­nese could gen­er­al­ly be count­ed on to pay their bills and be­fore

    they be­came the pack of beg­gars and thieves they are to­day. At any rate, this Chi­nese

    em­per­or’s throne was sore be­set by en­emies, princelings and pre­tenders who cov­et­ed his

    gold and his wom­en, for he had a queen and many con­cu­bines, that be­ing the tra­di­tion

    among em­per­ors of Chi­na at the time, they al­ways be­ing a li­cen­tious and im­moral

    peo­ple.




    “Mas­ter Shang made the ar­du­ous jour­ney from the vil­lage of Sinan­ju on the West Ko­rea

    Bay to this em­per­or’s court to elim­inate some foe or an­oth­er but each time he

    oblit­er­at­ed an en­emy of the throne, more en­emies would spring up.




    “One day, Mas­ter Shang said to the em­per­or, ‘Lo, but your en­emies wax like the stars in

    the Septem­ber sky. Each year I am sum­moned to dis­patch them and each fol­low­ing year their

    num­bers in­crease.’




    “The em­per­or replied, ‘Is this not good, be­cause then you have more work from my

    court?’




    ” ‘No,’ said Shang. ‘This is bad, for soon the court of Chi­na will have more en­emies than

    sub­jects.’




    “The Em­per­or of Chi­na thought on this and said, ‘What is your sug­ges­tion, Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju?’ “




    Chi­un paused to take the stone from Re­mo’s hands and to set it on the floor be­tween

    them.




    “Then the Mas­ter Shang told the em­per­or, ‘Take the wom­en of your en­emies in­to your

    court. Make them yours and thus, by blood, your en­emies will be­come your rel­atives.’




    “The em­per­or con­sid­ered this for a day and a night. Then he an­swered, ‘Your idea has

    mer­it, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. But what shall I do with my con­cu­bines? Al­ready they over­flow

    the roy­al palace.’




    ” ‘Set them free,’ said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who had looked with fa­vor up­on one of the

    em­per­or’s con­cu­bines. ‘It may be I will ac­cept one of them in pay­ment for my

    ser­vices.’




    “And so the Em­per­or of Chi­na did this and set his con­cu­bines free and one of the

    wom­en, who was called Yee, be­came the prop­er­ty of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and re­turned to

    our vil­lage with Mas­ter Shang.”




    “All’s well that ends well,” Re­mo said. “She must have been a beaut if the wom­en you have

    there to­day look any­thing like she did.”




    “Noth­ing end­ed well,” Chi­un said. “Up­on his re­turn, Mas­ter Shang was re­viled for

    dar­ing to take a Chi­nese wom­an for his own. For ev­ery­one knew then, as now, that the

    Chi­nese are un­clean peo­ple with bad teeth and worse dis­po­si­tions and while it is

    per­mit­ted to work for them, one must nev­er sleep with one.




    “But the Mas­ter Shang was smit­ten and what could he do? This wom­an, this Yee, be­came

    de­mand­ing in her ways, hav­ing been spoiled by the rich­ness of the em­per­or’s palace. She

    could not ful­ly ap­pre­ci­ate the mag­nif­icent sim­plic­ity of Sinan­ju. Her in­sis­tence

    up­on baubles grew vex­ing to Shang.




    “Yee would ask for emer­alds and Shang would give them. She would ask for ru­bies and they

    would be in her hand. Yee would ask for-“




    “There’s a word for Shang’s prob­lem,” Re­mo said.




    “What is that?” Chi­un asked.




    “Pussy-​whipped,” Re­mo said.




    “You have the abil­ity to be gross even in mo­ments of ul­ti­mate pathos,” Chi­un said. “One

    day, Shang saw that the trea­sure house of Sinan­ju was grow­ing emp­ty and he went to Yee and

    told her, ‘My wealth is less but I am the greater for your pres­ence,’ al­though in truth he

    found this wom­an was be­com­ing a both­er.




    “One day, Yee said, ‘I want some­thing no em­per­or or Mas­ter has.’ And Shang grew an­gry.

    ‘I have giv­en you di­amonds and ru­bies and emer­alds and pearls. What more could you

    ask?’




    “Yee thought long as she looked at Shang and be­yond the Mas­ter she saw some­thing bright

    and shiny in the night sky and a sly smile came over her avari­cious pan­cake-​flat Chi­nese

    ex­cuse for a face.”




    “No ed­ito­ri­al com­ments, please,” Re­mo said. “The leg­end and noth­ing but the leg­end.

    I want to be out of here to­day. “




    “You can leave now,” Chi­un said.




    “The sto­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “Leg­end,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “So the avari­cious Yee told the Mas­ter Shang that she

    want­ed just one more thing and if he could not pro­vide it, would she then be free to re­turn

    to her peo­ple. And Shang fi­nal­ly un­der­stood what had been con­cealed from him all along:

    that Yee did not love him but on­ly the things he could give her. But he al­so un­der­stood

    that he still loved her and so he gave her his promise. ‘What is it you wish, my wife?’




    “And Yee point­ed be­yond him in­to the night sky.




    ” ‘That,’ she said.




    ” ‘The moon? No one can give you the moon. It is im­pos­si­ble. You are try­ing to trick

    me.’




    ” ‘I will set­tle for a piece of the moon. A piece no big­ger than my fist. Is this so much

    to ask?’




    “Shang was be­side him­self for days. He did not sleep, he did not eat, for he was in love

    and at length he de­cid­ed that if he wished to keep Yee as his wife, he must try.




    “What a dork,” Re­mo said.




    “Si­lence,” Chi­un com­mand­ed. “So one clear night with a walk­ing stick and a pack on his

    pack, Mas­ter Shang set out to walk to the moon. He walked north, be­yond Ko­rea, be­yond the

    cold­er lands above Ko­rea, al­ways keep­ing the moon be­fore him. He rea­soned that where the

    moon set would be his goal. For wher­ev­er the moon went by day, he would find it.




    “Mas­ter Shang walked and walked un­til he ran out of land on which to walk, and so he made

    for him­self a boat and be­took him­self north in that boat. He ran out of food, he ran out of

    wa­ter to drink. There were strange an­imals in the wa­ter and bears who swam and were the

    col­or of snow.




    “Fi­nal­ly, Mas­ter Shang, sick with hunger, sailed in­to a cold sea where the sun nev­er

    set. He thought him­self dead and doomed to sail the Void through eter­ni­ty. Un­til his boat

    reached a strange land.




    “Now this land was white, with moun­tains of snow. Ev­ery­where there was snow and un­der it

    rock. The days passed and still the sun did not set but on­ly hung low in the tired sky. There

    was no moon in the sky. Shang wait­ed for days but it did not ap­pear. And it was then that the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew that he had reached his goal.”




    Chi­un low­ered his voice to a re­spect­ful hush. “And so the leg­end tells us, he had

    walked to the moon.




    “Mas­ter Shang ate the meat of the white swim­ming bear and broke off a rock the size of

    Yee’s fist from a moun­tain of the moon. And with ex­tra meat in his ra­tion pouch, he sailed

    back from the land of the moon.




    “When, months lat­er, he re­turned to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju, he told Yee, ‘I have brought

    you a rock of the moon. I have kept my promise.’




    “And Yee ac­cept­ed the rock and his sto­ry, al­though she cried be­cause she knew she would

    nev­er see her home­land again. Her days were not long af­ter this and in the end, Mas­ter

    Shang was strick­en by grief and he too died. But not in shame, for he had done a won­drous

    thing. And to re­mind fu­ture Mas­ters of the les­son of Shang, the rock you hold in your

    hands, Re­mo, has been passed from gen­er­ation to gen­er­ation.”




    Chi­un smiled be­nign­ly.




    “Do you un­der­stand, Re­mo?”




    “Chi­un, I hate to be the one to break this to you, but Shang didn’t walk to the moon.”




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo with an un­hap­py glare. “You do not un­der­stand,” he said

    sad­ly.




    “He walked to the North Pole,” Re­mo said. “The white swim­ming bears were po­lar bears. And

    at the North Pole, the sun doesn’t set for six months ev­ery year. That’s why it nev­er got

    dark,” Re­mo said.




    “You dis­ap­point me, Re­mo,” said Chi­un, tak­ing away the rock of Mas­ter Shang. “I will

    have to keep this un­til you have learned the les­son of Shang. It is sad.”




    “All right. Time out,” Re­mo said. “An­swer me this. If Shang did walk to the moon, why

    isn’t he con­sid­ered a great Mas­ter? An­swer me that. Af­ter all, it’s not ev­ery­body who

    can walk to the moon.”




    “Shang is not great­ly hon­ored for a sim­ple rea­son,” said Chi­un even­ly. “He mar­ried a

    Chi­nese and this is just not done. Had he not part­ly atoned by walk­ing to the moon, he would

    have been to­tal­ly strick­en from the records of Sinan­ju.”




    The tele­phone rang and Chi­un said, “It is Em­per­or Smith.”




    “How do you know?”




    “It is sim­ple. I am here. You are here. Smith is not here. There­fore, it is Smith.”




    “Very good,” Re­mo said. “What else can you fore­see?” Chi­un put his fin­gers to his

    tem­ples and closed his eyes as if peer­ing in­to the fu­ture.




    “I can see who will an­swer the phone,” he said.




    “Yeah? Who?”




    “You, Re­mo.”




    “How do you know that?”




    “It is sim­ple,” said Chi­un, open­ing his eyes. “Be­cause I am not go­ing to. Heh, heh.

    Be­cause I am not go­ing to.”




    “Very fun­ny,” said Re­mo and walked across the room to an­swer the tele­phone.




    “All right, Smit­ty. It’s your dime,” he said pleas­ant­ly.




    “Re­mo?” Smith’s voice was sharp. “I was call­ing Chi­un.”




    “So you got me. Don’t sound so dis­ap­point­ed. Chi­un’s not an­swer­ing phones at the

    mo­ment.”




    “What are you do­ing in De­troit? Where were you at two o’clock this af­ter­noon?”




    “With Chi­un, at some car ex­hi­bi­tion. Smit­ty, did you know there’s a guy run­ning around

    call­ing him­self by my name?”




    “Let me speak with Chi­un, Re­mo,” Smith said.




    Re­mo tossed the phone to Chi­un, who snatched it from the air and an­nounced, “Hail,

    Em­per­or Smith. Your fears are ground­less for Re­mo is with me and all is well.”




    Re­mo lis­tened to Chi­un’s side of the con­ver­sa­tion pa­tient­ly. Nor­mal­ly, even from

    across a room, he could hear both sides of a phone call, but Chi­un had the ear­piece so

    tight­ly pressed against his head that Re­mo could not hear any­thing but the old man’s

    voice.




    “I can­not ex­plain,” Chi­un said. “Not now. Rest as­sured, all will be rec­ti­fied in time.

    Yes. No more car­riage­mak­ers will die. You have the word of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and you

    need no oth­er as­sur­ances,” Chi­un said curt­ly, then hung up.




    “What was that all about?” Re­mo asked.




    “Em­per­or’s busi­ness,” Chi­un said.




    “Are we back to that again? Come on, Chi­un. Tell me what’s go­ing on.”




    Chi­un waved for Re­mo to sit and Re­mo low­ered him­self re­luc­tant­ly to the floor.




    “My son, you trust the Mas­ter who made you whole, do you not?”




    “You know I do,” Re­mo said.




    “Then I call up­on you to lis­ten to that trust. Em­per­or Smith wants you to re­turn to

    Fol­croft. Do this. I will join you in a day. Two at most. Trust me, Re­mo. There are some

    things you should not yet know. This is one of them.”




    Re­mo sighed. “I will do as you say.”




    “Good,” said Chi­un. “Now go. I have much to do.”




    “I hope Smith thanked you for sav­ing those two guys’ lives to­day when that gun­man opened

    fire,” Re­mo said.




    “Thanks are not nec­es­sary. It is part of my mis­sion.”




    “And what’s the oth­er part?”




    Chi­un silent­ly rose and placed the moon rock back in­to one of his steam­er trunks.




    He would not an­swer, Re­mo knew, so he walked to the door, but in the door­way, paused.




    “Chi­un. That guy with my name? Is he the rea­son you and Smith are so up­set?”




    “No,” said Chi­un, al­though it hurt him to lie to his pupil. But it was as he said. There

    were some things that Re­mo was bet­ter off not know­ing.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    The Pres­ident was dis­turbed; Smith could tell by his lan­guage.




    “What the heck is go­ing on, Smith? You as­sured me that Drake Man­gan would be pro­tect­ed

    and he’s dead. Now some­body tries to kill Rev­ell and Mil­lis too.”




    “We had pro­tec­tion there,” said Smith. “Some­thing’s just gone wrong.”




    “Gone wrong? You’re not sup­posed to have any­thing go wrong. How is that pos­si­ble?”




    “I’m not sure,” Smith said.




    The Pres­ident’s voice was crack­ing. “Not sure? Are you telling me that you can’t con­trol

    your peo­ple? I hope you’re not telling me that be­cause I’m tempt­ed to give you a cer­tain

    or­der. You know the one I mean.”




    “That is your de­ci­sion, sir,” said Smith, “but I think it would be a mis­take at this

    time. And I’ve been as­sured that no more De­troit ex­ec­utives will be lost.”




    “They don’t grow on trees,” said the Pres­ident. “We’ve lost Man­gan and I don’t want to

    lose any more.”




    “If you have no spe­cif­ic or­ders for me, Mr. Pres­ident, I must re­turn to mon­itor­ing

    the sit­ua­tion.”




    There was a heavy si­lence over the safe line to Wash­ing­ton and for a long mo­ment, Smith

    thought that the or­der to dis­band was com­ing. In­stead, the Pres­ident said, “Well, okay,

    Smith. Do your best. What the heck. No­body got killed to­day so I guess that’s some­thing and

    who knows, to­mor­row might be bet­ter. It usu­al­ly is.”




    “I hope so, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Smith as he hung up. Was the Pres­ident cor­rect? Smith

    won­dered. Would things be bet­ter? Or were they so far out of con­trol now that noth­ing could

    mend them? Chi­un had just as­sured him that Re­mo was not the De­troit as­sas­sin, but why was

    Re­mo in De­troit in the first place? How had Re­mo found Chi­un so quick­ly? Was it pos­si­ble

    that the two of them were work­ing to­geth­er, at cross-​pur­pos­es to Smith?




    If there were one more death, Smith knew the Pres­ident would dis­solve CURE. He had al­ways

    been pre­pared for that day. There was a poi­son pill that he would un­hesi­tat­ing­ly take and

    a cof­fin ready to re­ceive his body. A sim­ple com­put­er com­mand would erase all the CURE

    files and Smith’s fi­nal or­der would be to Chi­un: elim­inate Re­mo and re­turn to Sinan­ju.

    There would be no trace of CURE’s ex­is­tence af­ter that.




    Well, one trace, Smith thought. One large one. Amer­ica still sur­vived, but no one would

    sus­pect that a se­cret agen­cy had ev­er been re­spon­si­ble for that.




    A chill­ing thought flashed in­to Smith’s mind. Could he trust Chi­un to elim­inate Re­mo

    up­on com­mand? If not, then what would hap­pen with­out Smith to con­trol the two dead­li­est

    as­sas­sins in hu­man his­to­ry?




    He shud­dered and brought up his com­put­er link.




    Chi­un had as­sured him that Re­mo would re­turn to Fol­croft im­me­di­ate­ly. That would at

    least be a sign that things were still in or­der. Smith logged on­to the main com­put­er net

    that record­ed all flight reser­va­tions in and out of De­troit. The names and des­ti­na­tions

    be­gan scrolling up. Smith stopped the file when he rec­og­nized the name Re­mo Cochran. It was

    one of Re­mo’s cov­er iden­ti­ties. And Re­mo Cochran had con­firmed reser­va­tions on a

    De­troit-​New York flight.




    Good. Now all that had to hap­pen was for Re­mo Williams to walk through the gates of

    Fol­croft San­itar­ium. Then, and on­ly then, would Smith feel that the sit­ua­tion was un­der

    con­trol.




    Re­mo drove to De­troit City Air­port, turned in the keys to his rental car, and re­mind­ed

    the counter clerk to keep the oth­er three ve­hi­cles, un­used, in the lot for the next three

    months. “Just in case,” he said.




    Then Re­mo bought a one-​way tick­et to New York City on Mid­west-​North

    Cen­tral-​McBride-​John­son-​Friend­ly Air, which un­til its most re­cent merg­er five min­utes

    be­fore had been Mid­west-​North Cen­tral-​McBride-​John­son Air­ways. The flight was de­layed

    an hour so that crews could quick­ly re­paint the new name on the plane, so Re­mo bought three

    news­pa­pers and threw away the news, sports, and busi­ness sec­tions and be­gan read­ing the

    comics.




    It took him twen­ty min­utes to read the comics be­cause he didn’t un­der­stand them. When

    he was grow­ing up, com­ic strips fea­tured fun­ny char­ac­ters do­ing fun­ny things. Now they

    seemed to be about what peo­ple ate for break­fast and how so-​and-​so need­ed a dif­fer­ent

    hair­cut. Maybe some­one some­day, Re­mo thought, might do a com­ic strip that was fun­ny

    again. Would any­one read it? Or had the world grown too tired for fun­ny com­ic strips?




    He threw away the comics and the front-​page head­line of one of the pa­pers he had thrown

    away caught his eye. It read: “GUN­MAN AT­TACKS AU­TOMAK­ERS; COPS HINT IDEN­TI­TY IS

    KNOWN.”




    Re­mo picked up the news sec­tions of the three pa­pers and read them. Each had ba­si­cal­ly

    the same sto­ry: a gun­man had at­tacked Rev­ell and Mil­lis ear­li­er that day but was not

    suc­cess­ful. Po­lice said that the gun­man ap­peared to be the same one who had wound­ed Lyle

    Laval­lette ear­li­er in the week and said he had ap­par­ent­ly en­tered the

    press-​con­fer­ence area with false press cre­den­tials. While po­lice would not re­lease the

    name the gun­man used, it was ap­par­ent­ly the same name he had used ear­li­er when

    Laval­lette was wound­ed at the De­troit Plaza.




    Next to the sto­ry on the shoot­ings was an­oth­er which told how Lyle Laval­lette had

    in­vent­ed an au­to­mo­bile which got its pow­er from house­hold refuse and the Mav­er­ick

    Ge­nius of the Au­to In­dus­try had pro­claimed this the end of the De­troit gas-​burn­ers.




    When Re­mo put the news­pa­pers down, his face wore a strick­en ex­pres­sion. The gun­man

    who had at­tacked to­day had struck three days ago-​while Re­mo was out in the desert-​and had

    used the name Re­mo Williams at that time too. Why hadn’t Chi­un told him? What were Chi­un and

    Smith try­ing to keep from him?




    Re­mo ripped the ar­ti­cles from the pa­per and jammed them in­to his pock­et.




    “I thought you were leav­ing town,” the rental agent said when Re­mo reap­peared at the

    booth.




    “Changed my mind,” Re­mo said. “I’m go­ing to take one of my three cars. Give me the

    keys.”




    “Fine, sir. Here they are. Would you like to rent a re­place­ment car to leave in the

    lot?”




    “No. The two I’ve got there should be enough. I need di­rec­tions to Amer­ican

    Au­to­mo­biles.”




    “Just take the Park­way west. You’ll see the signs,” the clerk said.




    Re­mo nod­ded and left the air­port. He was so an­gry that, as he drove, his fin­gers dug

    in­to the warm plas­tic of the steer­ing wheel as if it were taffy. Chi­un had lied to him.

    There was some­thing go­ing on, some­thing that both Chi­un and Smith were hid­ing from him.

    But what could it be? Who was this gun­man who was us­ing his name? Re­mo could have got­ten

    him to­day if it had not been for Chi­un grab­bing Re­mo’s an­kle and pre­vent­ing him from

    giv­ing chase.




    He con­cen­trat­ed, try­ing to re­mem­ber the man’s face. There was some­thing fa­mil­iar

    about him, some­thing around the eyes. Where had he seen those eyes be­fore, dark, deep-​set,

    and dead­ly?




    And he re­mem­bered. He saw those eyes ev­ery time he looked in­to a mir­ror. They were his

    own eyes.




    Re­mo was do­ing nine­ty on the Ed­sel Ford Park­way. Screw Chi­un. Screw Smith. There was

    some­thing go­ing on and Re­mo was go­ing to find out how it con­cerned him.




    The news­pa­pers had got­ten one fact wrong. All three had writ­ten that the gun­man had

    sprayed shots at both Rev­ell and Mil­lis, but Re­mo had been there. He had seen the man take

    his stance, had seen the an­gle of the shot, and he knew that James Rev­ell had been the

    in­tend­ed tar­get. The gun­man had shot Lyle Laval­lette and killed Drake Man­gan and tried to

    kill James Rev­ell. On­ly Hu­bert Mil­lis was left on the list. Re­mo want­ed to see that

    gun­man again. All he had to do, he was sure, was at­tach him­self to Hu­bert Mil­lis and

    wait.




    He hoped it wouldn’t be a long wait.




    At Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Smith saw by his watch that the flight on which Re­mo was booked

    had left De­troit City Air­port ten min­utes be­fore. He called a New York ser­vice and

    ar­ranged for a pri­vate limou­sine to meet the pas­sen­ger who trav­eled un­der the name of

    Re­mo Cochran and bring him di­rect­ly to Rye, New York.




    That done, he drew a pa­per cup of spring wa­ter from his of­fice cool­er and set­tled down

    to call up the news-​di­gest file from his com­put­er. It was a con­stant­ly run­ning da­ta

    col­lec­tor that keyed off the wire ser­vices and net­work me­dia com­put­ers. Smith had

    pro­grammed it to col­lect on­ly those re­ports that con­tained cer­tain buz­zwords that

    in­di­cat­ed CURE might be in­ter­est­ed. Sto­ries about cor­rupt politi­cians would

    au­to­mat­ical­ly be down­load­ed in­to the CURE files by the word “cor­rup­tion.” An ar­son

    sto­ry would wind up in the same file, keyed by the word “ar­son.”




    The con­stant­ly ex­pand­ing file kept Smith up-​to-​date on slow-​break­ing events that

    might one day mush­room in­to a pri­or­ity sit­ua­tions for CURE. And when they got in­to

    pri­or­ity sit­ua­tions and all oth­er pos­si­ble so­lu­tions had failed, Re­mo Williams-​the

    De­stroy­er-​was called on. The Ravine Rapist had been just such a case. There was no ques­tion

    of the man’s guilt, but ap­pre­hend­ing him and try­ing him and con­vict­ing him was so long

    and so un­sure a pro­cess that many oth­er in­no­cent peo­ple might have been killed along the

    way. Re­mo pre­vent­ed such a waste.




    Smith speed-​read his way through the file. He took no notes, al­though late­ly he had

    no­ticed his mem­ory was not so sharp as it once was and notes would have helped. But notes

    were dan­ger­ous so he forced his mem­ory to re­spond.




    When Smith came to the string of re­ports con­cern­ing the shoot­ings in De­troit, he

    reached for the but­ton that would skip over that sec­tion, but he was stopped by a side­bar

    cross-​ref­er­ence:




    SEE FILE # 00334 Key: RE­MO WILLIAMS




    Smith sipped his spring wa­ter, won­der­ing what pos­si­ble cross-​ref­er­ence would

    con­tain Re­mo’s name.




    When he saw what it was, his spring wa­ter went down the wrong pipe and it was a full minute

    be­fore the cough­ing spasm sub­sid­ed enough for him to read the wire­ser­vice sto­ry.




    It was date­lined Newark, New Jer­sey, four days ear­li­er. The re­port read:




    Po­lice are still in­ves­ti­gat­ing the fa­tal shoot­ing of an uniden­ti­fied wom­en whose

    body was found last night in Wild­wood Ceme­tery.




    The wom­an, whom au­thor­ities es­ti­mate was in her mid-​fifties, was found sprawled over a

    grave. An au­top­sy showed she had been shot at close range by a .22-cal­iber pis­tol. Three

    bul­lets were re­cov­ered from her body.




    Au­thor­ities are puz­zled by the ab­sence of iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, al­though the wom­an

    ap­peared to be well-​dressed and the au­top­sy showed that she had been in good health pri­or

    to her death. A flo­ral dis­play was found be­side the body and po­lice sus­pect that the

    wom­an was plac­ing flow­ers at a grave when her killer at­tacked. A pre­lim­inary

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion showed that the near­est grave be­longed to Re­mo Williams, a for­mer Newark

    po­lice of­fi­cer who was ex­ecut­ed for the mur­der of a mi­nor drug push­er more than ten

    years ago.




    Ef­forts to trace the wom­an’s iden­ti­ty through friends or rel­atives of the de­ceased

    Re­mo Williams have proved un­avail­ing. Ac­cord­ing to po­lice sources, Williams had no

    fam­ily.




    Po­lice spec­ulate that rob­bery may have been a mo­tive in the wom­an’s killing.




    Smith shut down the com­put­er. It was im­pos­si­ble. First there was the killer in De­troit

    who was us­ing Re­mo’s name. And now, af­ter all these years, some­one had vis­it­ed Re­mo’s

    gravesite. In all the years since the cas­ket had been laid in that grave, no one had ev­er

    stopped to pay re­spects to the mem­ory of the dead po­lice­man. Smith knew this be­cause a

    ceme­tery work­er, who thought he was work­ing for a so­ci­olog­ical-​re­search cen­ter, filed

    a month­ly writ­ten re­port list­ing the pat­terns of vis­ita­tion to se­lect­ed graves in

    Wild­wood Ceme­tery. There was no such so­ci­olog­ical-​re­search cen­ter and the re­port went

    di­rect­ly to CURE. And ev­ery month it not­ed that no one had vis­it­ed Re­mo Williams’ grave.

    And now this.




    Who could the wom­an have been? An old girl­friend, car­ry­ing a torch af­ter all those

    years? Not like­ly, Smith thought. She was too old. Old enough to be Re­mo’s moth­er, in

    fact.




    “Re­mo’s moth­er,” Smith whis­pered hoarse­ly in the si­lence of his shab­by of­fice. “Oh,

    my God. It’s all un­rav­el­ing. “




    The black car pulled in­to the de­sert­ed con­struc­tion site like some­thing pro­pelled by

    air. On­ly the soft crush of its tires in the bull­doz­er-​gouged earth warned of its

    ap­proach. It was ear­ly evening and the con­struc­tion crew had gone home for the day. A crane

    stood off to one side of the frame­work build­ing, like a mu­tant mon­ster in­sect.




    The black car with its tint­ed win­dows cir­cled the crane be­fore draw­ing grille to grille

    with the car al­ready parked there. The dark-​eyed gun­man with the scar down his right

    jaw­line was lean­ing against the parked car. He flicked a cigarette away.




    “Williams.” The testy voice emerged from the black car, dis­guised by the sealed win­dows.

    Williams walked up to the ve­hi­cle. Be­cause of to­day’s demon­stra­tion by Laval­lette, he

    now rec­og­nized it as a Dy­nacar. So his em­ploy­er had not been boast­ing when he said he had

    stolen one of the Dy­nacar mod­els.




    “What do you want?” the gun­man asked.




    “What did you think you were do­ing to­day?” the voice from in­side the Dy­nacar

    de­mand­ed.




    “Try­ing to ful­fill my con­tract,” the gun­man said. “I don’t like it. You could have

    ru­ined ev­ery­thing.”




    “What ru­ins ev­ery­thing,” the gun­man said, “is when you don’t lev­el with me and tell me

    what I’m up against.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “To­day, I would have had Rev­ell ex­cept that old Chi­na­man got him out of the way. It was

    the same Chi­na­man who showed up at Man­gan’s apart­ment last night. Who the hell is he?”




    “I don’t know,” an­swered the voice from in­side the Dy­nacar. There was a pause, and then

    the voice again: “What I do know is that I didn’t tell you to hit any­body to­day and you’ve

    got to do it my way, on my sched­ule. Any­thing else is un­pro­fes­sion­al.”




    “I don’t like be­ing called un­pro­fes­sion­al,” the gun­man said soft­ly.




    “These are the rules. You take them one at a time. Don’t hur­ry. No head shots.”




    “Just tell me who you want done first,” the gun­man said.




    “Try get­ting Mil­lis,” the voice from in­side the car said. “Rev­ell is prob­ably spooked

    by now and we’ve al­ready put the fear of God in­to Laval­lette. I think Mil­lis.”




    “Okay,” the gun­man with the scar said as the Dy­nacar abrupt­ly slid in­to re­verse,

    turned, and drove from the con­struc­tion site.




    The gun­man had not re­al­ized that the car was still run­ning. No mat­ter what the press

    thought about the Dy­nacar, it was one spooky ma­chine.




    He got be­hind the wheel of his own ve­hi­cle and while he wait­ed, lit a cigarette. It

    tast­ed stale. He had kicked the habit years ago, but this job was get­ting to him.

    Ev­ery­thing had been get­ting to him, ev­er since Maria had died. Half the time, it was

    painful to think of her and the oth­er half of the time, he could not get her face out of his

    mind. Once she had been so beau­ti­ful and so lov­ing.




    Some­thing else was al­so both­er­ing him. His ear­ly hunch had been that his em­ploy­er was

    a busi­ness ri­val of Laval­lette’s and now he was sure of it. There was on­ly one rea­son why

    he would have been up­set about the shoot­ing spree at the Dy­nacar demon­stra­tion. He was one

    of the ex­ec­utives at­tend­ing it.




    The man had told him to go take out Hu­bert Mil­lis of Amer­ican Au­to­mo­biles. The gun­man

    thought that could mean on­ly one thing: he was a con­tract killer for James Rev­ell and to­day

    he had al­most killed the man who hired him.




    No won­der the man in the Dy­nacar had been up­set. Served him right though for not

    lev­el­ing with the gun­man from the start.




    Who was that damned old Chi­na­man any­way? Who was he work­ing for?




    And the gun­man had got­ten the feel­ing to­day that there was some­body else with the old

    man. But he hadn’t seen his face.




    It didn’t mat­ter. If ei­ther of them showed, or got in his way again, he was tak­ing them

    down and he didn’t care if it took head shots to do it.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    The sun was slow­ly set­ting over the Great Lakes re­gion and there was a cool­ing breeze

    off Lake Erie. The leaves were think­ing of turn­ing col­or. Chil­dren, on­ly a few weeks back

    to school, had fall­en out of the habit of play. Rush hour was over; life was set­tling down

    and in their homes, peo­ple were eat­ing din­ner or prepar­ing to feed their minds with a di­et

    of prime-​time pap. The peace of the fall sea­son had set­tled over ev­ery part of the town of

    Inkster, just out­side De­troit.




    Ex­cept for the Amer­ican Au­to­mo­bile plant, which looked like a com­bat-​ready mil­itary

    base.




    Brand-​new Amer­ican Vis­tas, Storm­ers, and Spin­drift Coupes ringed the elec­tri­fied

    fence sur­round­ing the head­quar­ters of one of the Big Three au­tomak­ers, like wag­ons

    pulled in­to a cir­cle. One ring of cars was out­side the twen­ty-​foot-​high fence, and

    an­oth­er in­side.




    Six sep­arate road­blocks, on­ly thir­ty yards apart, con­trolled the sin­gle ac­cess road

    lead­ing to the main gate and Amer­ican Au­to se­cu­ri­ty guards, at­tired in green uni­forms

    and tot­ing semi­au­to­mat­ic weapons, prowled the grounds.




    It was an im­pres­sive sight as Hu­bert Mil­lis stared down from his of­fice atop the

    Amer­ican Au­to cor­po­rate build­ing, smack in the cen­ter of the head­quar­ters com­plex. He

    filled with pride, watch­ing the Amer­ican Au­to ve­hi­cles ar­rayed to pro­tect him.




    The head of the com­pa­ny’s se­cu­ri­ty said proud­ly, “Noth­ing will get through that, Mr.

    Mil­lis.” He was a young man in a neat brown suit who pos­sessed a ge­nius for

    se­cu­ri­ty-​sys­tems anal­ysis. He would have been prime FBI ma­te­ri­al, but Amer­ican Au­tos

    paid him more than he could ev­er hope to earn work­ing in Wash­ing­ton.




    Mil­lis nod­ded ab­sent­ly and turned his at­ten­tion to the tele­vi­sion set in the room.

    The sta­tion had con­clud­ed its 120-sec­ond sum­ma­ry of in­ter­na­tion­al news, na­tion­al

    news, sports, and weath­er and was now start­ing its twen­ty-​eight min­utes of cov­er­age of

    the au­to in­dus­try. Mil­lis, a stur­dy man with a ner­vous habit of wring­ing his hands,

    turned up the sound as he saw the pic­ture on the screen of Lyle Laval­lette.




    The an­nounc­er said, “In­dus­try sources are pre­dict­ing that Lyle Laval­lette may be

    asked to head Na­tion­al Au­to­mo­biles. This af­ter the trag­ic death last night of Drake

    Man­gan, shot and killed in the pent­house apart­ment of a Ms. Agatha Bal­lard, who was not

    be­lieved to be ac­quaint­ed with Mr. Man­gan.”




    “Right, a to­tal stranger,” Mil­lis hoot­ed. “He’d been hump­ing her for three years.” He

    re­mem­bered his se­cu­ri­ty guard was in the room and mum­bled, “Well, at least that’s what I

    heard. Some­thing like that.”




    The an­nounc­er went on about in­dus­try sources. “They” said that Laval­lette’s new

    Dy­nacar might be the biggest thing to hit De­troit since Hen­ry Ford. “They” said that

    Na­tion­al Au­tos was think­ing of ask­ing Laval­lette to run the com­pa­ny so that it could

    con­trol the de­vel­op­ment of the Dy­nacar. “They” said that Gen­era! Au­tos and Amer­ican

    Au­to­mo­biles might even fol­low suit, es­pe­cial­ly if this en­vi­ron­men­tal killer kept up

    his at­tacks on au­to-​in­dus­try of­fi­cials.




    “They” said a lot more but Mil­lis did not hear it be­cause he turned the tele­vi­sion set

    off.




    “Bull­shit,” he said. “Ev­ery one of us fired that god­damn Laval­lette be­cause he’s a

    goof­ball. It’s go­ing to take more than one damned gun­man to make me turn over the com­pa­ny

    to that los­er.” He went to the win­dow and looked out over the cars massed in the park­ing

    lot. “You sure no­body can get through?” he asked his se­cu­ri­ty chief. “I don’t think a

    bum­ble­bee could get in here.”




    “I be­lieve you’re cor­rect, Lem­mings,” Mil­lis said. “You know, though, I think it might

    have been more artis­tic if you had used dif­fer­ent mod­els from our car fleet out there.

    Sound ad­ver­tis­ing, you know.”




    Lem­mings looked con­fused. “I did, sir.”




    “You did?”




    Mil­lis looked through the triple-​thick­ness win­dow again. From this van­tage point,

    ev­ery one of the en­cir­cled cars looked alike. He paid de­sign en­gi­neers six-​fig­ure

    salaries so that Amer­ican Au­to­mo­biles’ cars were dis­tinc­tive and orig­inal and stood out

    from the com­pe­ti­tion and this is what he got?




    “They all look alike,” Mil­lis said.




    “Isn’t that the idea?” asked Lem­mings. “Mass pro­duc­tion and all that?”




    “But they all look ex­act­ly alike. Fun­ny I nev­er no­ticed that be­fore. Does ev­ery­body

    else’s cars look ex­act­ly alike?”




    “Yes, sir,” said Lem­mings. “Much more so than ours do.”




    “Good,” Mil­lis said. “Then we’re still the in­dus­try lead­er. That’s what I like around

    here. Hey! What’s that?”




    “Sir?”




    “Some­thing’s hap­pen­ing at the gate. See what it is.” Lem­mings picked up the phone and

    got the gate. “What’s go­ing on down there, peo­ple?” he said.




    “Some­one try­ing to get past the gate, Mr. Lem­mings.”




    “What’s his busi­ness?”




    “He says he has to see Mr. Mil­lis. And he won’t take no for an an­swer,” the se­cu­ri­ty

    guard said.




    “So what’s the prob­lem? Just run him off.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble, sir. He’s tak­en our guns.”




    Lem­mings looked out the win­dow and saw an as­sault ri­fle fly over the Cy­clone fence,

    fol­lowed by a shot­gun. They were, in turn, fol­lowed by as­sort­ed hand­guns and a

    trun­cheon. Then a tele­phone hand­set sailed af­ter the weapons and the line in Lem­mings’

    hand went dead.




    “I think we have se­ri­ous trou­ble at the gate, Mr. Mil­lis.”




    “I can see that,” Mil­lis said. “Must be a hit team. God, do you think that gun­man be­longs

    to some ter­ror­ist gang?”




    Then an­oth­er ob­ject ap­peared in the air over the fence. One man, and at that long

    dis­tance, he didn’t look im­pres­sive, but he float­ed up the Cy­clone fence as if he were

    be­ing pulled by a mag­net.




    “No hit team,” Lem­mings said. “Just that skin­ny guy in the black T-​shirt.”




    “How’s he get­ting over that fence? Is he climb­ing or jump­ing?” Mil­lis asked.




    “I can’t say, sir, but it doesn’t mat­ter. When he touch­es the elec­tri­fied wire on top,

    he’s gone.”




    But the skin­ny guy was not gone. He kept go­ing and land­ed on both feet, per­fect­ly

    bal­anced on the elec­tric wire that ran along the top of the fence.




    “Shouldn’t he be dead now?” Mil­lis asked.




    “No, sir. He knows what he’s do­ing. He timed that jump per­fect­ly to land on the wire with

    both feet. The charge is fa­tal on­ly if the per­son touch­ing the wire is ground­ed. “




    “I don’t un­der­stand that ‘ground­ed’ busi­ness. That’s what the elec­tri­cal

    de­part­ment’s for,” Mil­lis said. “I thought when you touched a hot wire, you died.”




    “If you ev­er saw a pi­geon land on the third rail of a sub­way, you’d un­der­stand, Mr.

    Mil­lis.”




    “I don’t ride sub­ways. I own six cars and they all look alike. “




    “That man won’t be hurt by the cur­rent as long as he doesn’t touch an­oth­er ob­ject while

    he’s on the wire.”




    “He can’t stay there for­ev­er, can he? Un­less these ter­ror­ists be­long to a cir­cus.

    Maybe they’re all ac­ro­bats and wire walk­ers and like that,” Mil­lis said.




    “There’s on­ly this one, so far,” Lem­mings said, and as he spoke, the man on the

    elec­tri­fied fence jumped and seemed to float to the ground, just as he had seemed to float up

    to the wire in the first place.




    “I’ll have him stopped in his tracks,” Lem­mings said and di­aled the main se­cu­ri­ty

    out­post on the of­fice phone. Hu­bert Mil­lis watched the man in the black T-​shirt run across

    the grassy ground that sep­arat­ed his of­fice build­ing from the first de­fense perime­ter. A

    tiny puff of dust kicked up near his feet. Then an­oth­er. But still the man kept com­ing.




    “What’s wrong with those guards of yours? Can’t they hit just one run­ning man?”




    “They’re try­ing,” said Lem­mings.




    “What’s the mat­ter with you peo­ple?” he yelled in­to the tele­phone. “Can’t you hit just

    one run­ning man?”




    “Wait,” Mil­lis said. “He’s turn­ing. I think he’s run­ning away.”




    Lem­mings rushed to the win­dow. The thin man in black had dou­bled back. The dust-​puff

    marks of high-​pow­ered ri­fle bul­lets still pur­sued him, still missed, but now the man was

    run­ning in the op­po­site di­rec­tion.




    He vault­ed to­ward the Cy­clone fence in a high-​arc­ing leap. This time he did not land on

    the elec­tric wire, but cleared the whole fence and land­ed on his feet, run­ning, on the

    oth­er side.




    He kept on go­ing. “We scared him off,” Lem­mings said hap­pi­ly. “My peo­ple did it.”




    “Maybe,” said Mil­lis. “And maybe not. I saw him be­fore he turned back. He was look­ing at

    that build­ing on the oth­er side of the high­way. It looked like some­thing caught his eye and

    made him change his mind.”




    “Beg­ging your par­don, sir, but that doesn’t make sense. Ob­vi­ous­ly, he’s af­ter you. He

    wouldn’t turn back af­ter com­ing this far.”




    “Yeah? Then why’s he run­ning to­ward that build­ing?” asked Hu­bert Mil­lis.




    Re­mo Williams had got­ten past the Amer­ican Au­to guards with­out a prob­lem. Like all

    fight­ers who re­lied on weapons in­stead of the pow­ers locked in­side their own bod­ies, they

    were help­less once their weapons were tak­en away.




    The fence too had been easy. The hair on the backs of Re­mo’s arms had reg­is­tered the

    elec­tri­cal cur­rent even be­fore he had con­scious­ly be­come aware of it. The few sec­onds

    he had spent bal­anced on the wire had giv­en him time to scan the com­plex lay­out, and once

    on the ground, the ragged fire of the in­ner se­cu­ri­ty forces-​anx­ious not to shoot their

    own men-​had been easy to evade.




    Mil­lis would be found, he knew, on the top floor of the tallest build­ing in the com­plex

    but as he cleared the space to­ward that struc­ture, he had caught the glint of some­thing out

    of the cor­ner of one eye.




    On the roof of a build­ing out­side the com­plex, the dy­ing red sun­light was re­flect­ed

    from some­thing glass. Re­mo’s eyes spot­ted the source of the light.




    A man was crouched on the roof. He was sight­ing down the scope of a long-​bar­reled weapon

    and even at the dis­tance of five hun­dred yards, Re­mo had rec­og­nized the man as the

    scar-​faced gun­man he had en­coun­tered ear­li­er in the day.




    And be­cause Re­mo was in­ter­est­ed in Hu­bert Mil­lis on­ly as a lead to the gun­man who

    called him­self Re­mo Williams, he had dou­bled back and head­ed for a show­down with the man

    who had stolen his name.




    The sniper­scope checked per­fect­ly. He could see Hu­bert Mil­lis through it and the

    gun­man laughed aloud be­cause for all his ef­fort in erect­ing de­fens­es, Mil­lis had

    over­looked the pos­si­bil­ity of a sniper’s nest out­side his build­ing com­plex.




    Mil­lis was in fran­tic con­ver­sa­tion with an un­der­ling and there ap­peared to be some

    kind of dis­tur­bance at the gate, the gun­man saw. No mat­ter. It would be over in a very few

    min­utes.




    Crouched on the roof, the gun­man locked the tele­scope sight and from an open brief­case,

    ex­tract­ed the add-​ons that trans­formed his Beretta Olympic in­to a work­ing ri­fle.




    He screwed the col­lapsi­ble shoul­der stock in­to the nut built in­to the pis­tol’s butt,

    ex­tend­ed it, and test­ed the feel. Good.




    Next he fit­ted a mount­ing, like a si­lencer, over the bar­rel. It re­ceived the ri­fle

    bar­rel smooth­ly. Fi­nal­ly he ex­changed the am­mu­ni­tion clip for an ex­tra-​long

    six­teen-​round ver­sion that stuck out from be­low the butt.




    When he was done, he care­ful­ly went back over the job, mak­ing sure that ev­ery­thing was

    fit­ted to­geth­er per­fect­ly. Then he heft­ed the weapon to his shoul­der and peered in­to

    the light-​gath­er­ing scope.




    He saw the front door of the Amer­ican Au­to cor­po­rate head­quar­ters.




    He raised the ri­fle so his scope saw the sky, then slow­ly low­ered it un­til he was

    ze­roed in on the high­est floor. Mil­lis was still there, talk­ing to a younger man who looked

    like a cop on va­ca­tion. Per­fect.




    The gun­man took a deep breath, then be­gan the slow con­trolled pres­sure on the trig­ger

    to en­sure a smooth first shot. On­ly one would be nec­es­sary and he sight­ed care­ful­ly at

    Hu­bert Mil­lis’ chest.




    Then the gun bar­rel kicked up and knocked him back­ward. He found him­self sit­ting down,

    his fine­ly craft­ed weapon slid­ing to a stop a few feet away. What had hap­pened? He had not

    even fired.




    The gun­man got to his feet and scooped up his weapon. It ap­peared un­dam­aged. No. Wait.

    There was a nick along the gun bar­rel and then he no­ticed a rock ly­ing on the grav­el roof.

    It had not been there a mo­ment be­fore. He was sure of it. He picked it up. It was not a rock

    but a shard of brick, ex­act­ly the col­or of the walls of the build­ing he stood up­on.




    Some­one had thrown it. But who? How? There was no one else on the roof and no oth­er roof

    in throw­ing dis­tance. Be­sides, he had felt the gun bar­rel be­ing knocked up­ward. That

    meant the shard had come from be­low.




    But that was im­pos­si­ble. He was twen­ty sto­ries above the ground.




    He looked over the para­pet any­way.




    He saw a man. An im­pos­si­ble man. The man was climb­ing the sheer face of the build­ing,

    some­how hold­ing on to the cracks be­tween the bricks. And he wasn’t just crawl­ing, he was

    mov­ing fast.




    As he watched, the gun­man saw the climb­ing man’s face grow more dis­tinct. It was look­ing

    up at him and he rec­og­nized the face of the man he’d no­ticed at the Dy­nacar

    demon­stra­tion, the one who had run to­ward the old Chi­na­man when the shoot­ing

    start­ed.




    What was he do­ing here?




    The gun­man de­cid­ed it didn’t mat­ter. He drew a bead on the white face of the climb­ing

    man and fired.




    The man stopped climb­ing and scut­tled side­ways like a jump­ing spi­der. The bul­let

    missed and the gun­man fired again. This time, the man jumped the oth­er way. It was more of a

    hop and the gun­man ac­tu­al­ly saw him float in midair for on­ly the length of time it took

    for his eye to reg­is­ter the phe­nomenon. Then the man was perched and climb­ing again.




    The gun­man took his time, lin­ing him up in the scope. This time the man stopped, whacked a

    frag­ment of brick from the build­ing face with the side of his hand, and flipped it

    ca­su­al­ly. The frag­ment hit the gun­man in the shoul­der. It was on­ly a small frag­ment,

    hard­ly larg­er than a peb­ble, but it struck with enough force to knock him back twelve feet

    and tum­ble him on­to his back.




    He was get­ting to his feet when the man came over the edge of the roof.




    “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Mr. En­vi­ron­ment,” Re­mo said. “I’ve been look­ing all over

    for you. The Sier­ra Club wants to give you an award.”




    The gun­man looked for his Beretta. It was too far away and he had no back­up weapon. He

    nev­er car­ried one; he had nev­er need­ed one be­fore.




    Re­mo came at him and the gun­man felt him­self lift­ed to his feet so fast the blood rushed

    from his head. When his vi­sion cleared, he was look­ing in­to fa­mil­iar eyes; they were the

    eyes of cold death.




    “Well, give me my award and let me get out of here,” the gun­man said. He grinned and raised

    his hands in a ges­ture of emp­ty-​hand­ed sur­ren­der.




    “Age be­fore beau­ty,” Re­mo said. “You start. What’s your name? Your re­al name?”




    “Williams. Re­mo Williams,” the gun­man said.




    “I don’t think that an­swer’s tru­ly re­spon­sive,” Re­mo said. The gun­man found him­self

    flat on his back on the roof again, a sear­ing pain in his right shoul­der.




    Re­mo was smil­ing down at him. “It on­ly gets worse, pal. Your name?”




    The gun­man shook his head. “It’s Re­mo Williams,” he said. “Check my wal­let. My ID.”




    Re­mo ripped open the back of the man’s pock­et and ex­tract­ed his bill­fold. There was a

    driv­er’s li­cense, a So­cial Se­cu­ri­ty card, three cred­it cards, and an or­gan-​donor

    card.




    They all said “Re­mo Williams.” Re­mo ripped up the or­gan-​donor card. “You won’t need this

    last one, I don’t think,” he said. “Your or­gans aren’t go­ing to draw much in­ter­est in the

    med­ical mar­ket.”




    “I don’t know why you don’t be­lieve me,” the man said. “I’m Re­mo Williams. Why’s that so

    hard to be­lieve?”




    “Be­cause that’s my name,” Re­mo said.




    The gun­man shrugged and tried to smile past the pain in his right shoul­der.




    “Who knows? Maybe we’re re­lat­ed. I’m from Newark,” he said. “Not Ohio. New Jer­sey.”




    Re­mo sud­den­ly felt dazed. His own voice said soft­ly, “That’s where I’m from too.”




    “Maybe we are re­lat­ed,” the gun­man said. He got to his feet; the shoul­der pain had gone

    and he glanced to­ward his gun.




    Re­mo said, “I’m an or­phan. At least I thought I was an or­phan. “




    “I had a son once,” the gun­man said, still eye­ing his weapon. He edged a step clos­er to

    it. “But my wife and I sep­arat­ed and I nev­er saw him again. You’d be about the right

    age.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “No. No. Not af­ter all these years,” he said. “It doesn’t hap­pen

    that way.”




    “No, sure,” the gun­man said. “Just a co­in­ci­dence. We just hap­pen to be two of the forty

    or fifty thou­sand guys named Re­mo Williams who come from Newark, New Jer­sey.” He took two

    small steps side­ways to­ward his gun. He no­ticed that the younger man seemed not to be

    see­ing any­thing; there was a dumb un­com­pre­hend­ing ex­pres­sion in his dark trou­bled

    eyes.




    “I can’t be­lieve this,” Re­mo said. “Chi­un told me to stay away from you. He must have

    known.”




    “I guess he did,” the gun­man said. Chi­un must be the tricky Ori­en­tal who kept get­ting

    in the way. “But noth­ing’s thick­er than blood. We’re to­geth­er now. Son.” He ca­su­al­ly

    re­trieved his weapon; the younger man seemed not to no­tice. His face was an ex­pres­sion­less

    mask.




    “Smith must have known too. They both knew. They both tried to keep me from meet­ing you.

    From know­ing the truth.”




    “I bet,” the gun­man said sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “They both knew, but you can’t keep fam­ily

    apart, son. You’re with me now and I have some work to do. Then we can get out of here. “




    Re­mo’s vi­sion cleared sud­den­ly. “You’re a pro­fes­sion­al hit man,” he said.




    “A job’s a job,” the gun­man said.




    “It’s my job too, sort of,” Re­mo said.




    “Must run in the fam­ily, son,” the gun­man said. “But just watch. I’ll show you how the old

    man does it.”




    The gun­man walked to the edge of the roof and hoist­ed his weapon to his shoul­der. Maybe

    he could fin­ish this up quick­ly, he thought.




    “I can’t let you do that,” Re­mo said.




    The gun­man start­ed to pull on the trig­ger. “I guess here’s where we see if blood is

    re­al­ly thick­er than wa­ter,” he said.


  




  

    Chapter 14




    Sergeant Dan Ko­laws­ki did not un­der­stand. “Twen­ty-​three years on the job, I’m go­ing

    to be fired over a freak­ing cler­ical er­ror?”




    “No,” he was told by the lieu­tenant. “I didn’t say you’re go­ing to be fired. I just said

    you might be fired.”




    “Over a freak­ing cler­ical er­ror? Is this the way Newark’s finest are be­ing treat­ed

    these days? Wait un­til the god­damn union hears about this.”




    Ko­laws­ki’s voice rat­tled the win­dows of the po­lice precinct build­ing. Heads turned.

    The sergeant’s face was turn­ing crim­son.




    The lieu­tenant laid a fa­ther­ly arm about Ko­laws­ki’s trem­bling shoul­ders and led him

    to the men’s room. “Look, Dan,” the lieu­tenant said once they were in­side and safe from

    eaves­drop­pers. “You’ve had the re­quest since yes­ter­day. Why didn’t you send the file the

    way you were sup­posed to?”




    “Be­cause it was unau­tho­rized. There was no back­up req­ui­si­tion form for the file.

    See?” He pulled a wrin­kled piece of pa­per from his pock­et and shook it in the air. His voice

    shook too.




    “See? There’s noth­ing on here to say who au­tho­rized it. “




    “I know that,” said the lieu­tenant. “You know that. But I just got chewed out by the

    cap­tain, who got chewed out by the may­or. I even got the im­pres­sion that the may­or

    him­self was chewed out by some­body over this.”




    “Over a freak­ing bal­lis­tics re­port? Over a freak­ing Jane Doe killing?”




    “Calm down, Dan, will you? I don’t un­der­stand it and you don’t un­der­stand it. Let’s just

    get it done and get on with our lives.”




    “All right, I’ll send it. But this smells.”




    “Right,” the lieu­tenant said. “But let it smell some­place else. Send the damn thing.”




    Sergeant Ko­laws­ki went to the records bu­reau, filled out a form, and a clerk in kha­ki

    uni­form gave him a preprint­ed form, head­ed “JANE DOE #1708.”




    Ko­laws­ki saw the form was wrin­kled and swore un­der his breath. He knew from past

    ex­pe­ri­ence that wrin­kled sheets had a ten­den­cy to jam in the fax ma­chine, which is what

    they called the de­vice used to trans­mit pho­to­copies of doc­uments over the tele­phone.




    Ko­laws­ki made a Xe­rox copy of the file, re­turned the orig­inal to Records, and took the

    copy to the fax ma­chine.




    The ma­chine was a desk­top mod­el. It was at­tached to a tele­phone used

    ex­clu­sive­ly-​ex­cept for an oc­ca­sion­al per­son­al call by a cop to his book­ie-​for fax

    trans­mis­sion be­tween po­lice de­part­ments all over the coun­try. It was al­so hooked up to

    the FBI, and deal­ing with the FBI was a large-​size headache be­cause they want­ed

    ev­ery­thing just so and they want­ed it yes­ter­day.




    But this one was even more of a prob­lem than the FBI usu­al­ly was. Maybe the CIA was

    be­hind this strange bal­lis­tics req­ui­si­tion, Ko­laws­ki thought. But there was noth­ing on

    the form to say who was go­ing to re­ceive the doc­ument. Just a phone num­ber and, by God,

    that was against reg­ula­tions and the rea­son Ko­laws­ki had not sent the re­port in the first

    place.




    Ko­laws­ki di­aled the 800 area-​code num­ber. The line rang once and a dry voice said,

    “Pro­ceed.”




    “I must have the wrong num­ber,” Ko­laws­ki mum­bled, know­ing that no gov­ern­ment agen­cy

    would an­swer an of­fi­cial phone with­out some kind of iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.




    “Stay on the line and iden­ti­fy your­self,” the dry voice de­mand­ed.




    “Just who do you think you’re talk­ing to?” Ko­laws­ki said. “This is po­lice

    busi­ness.”




    “And you’re late,” the dry voice said. “You have the re­port?”




    “Yes. “




    “Trans­mit im­me­di­ate­ly,” the voice said.




    “Keep your shirt on,” Ko­laws­ki said. He de­cid­ed he had the right num­ber af­ter all. He

    fed the re­port in­to a re­volv­ing tube like an old-​fash­ioned wax record­ing cylin­der, then

    pressed a but­ton. He re­placed the tele­phone re­ceiv­er in its cra­dle as if he were hang­ing

    up.




    The cylin­der re­volved with the re­port wrapped around it. In some way that he did not

    un­der­stand but took for grant­ed, the re­port was du­pli­cat­ed and the im­age bro­ken down

    and trans­mit­ted via phone lines to a sim­ilar ma­chine which would then gen­er­ate a

    high-​qual­ity du­pli­cate of the orig­inal.




    When the cylin­der stopped re­volv­ing, Ko­laws­ki picked up the phone and said, “Did you

    get it?”




    “Af­fir­ma­tive: Good-​bye.”




    “Hey. Wait a sec­ond.”




    “I don’t have a sec­ond,” the dry voice said and the phone went dead.




    “Freak­ing CIA spooks,” Ko­laws­ki said. “They’re ru­in­ing the world, those bas­tards.”




    In Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Dr. Harold W. Smith took the fax copy to his desk and laid it

    next to three sim­ilar doc­uments. They were al­so bal­lis­tics re­ports but they were print­ed

    on FBI sta­tionery. They list­ed their sub­jects’ names as Drake Man­gan, Agatha Bal­lard, and

    Lyle Laval­lette.




    The re­ports were alike in sev­er­al par­tic­ulars. Man­gan and his mis­tress had been

    killed and Laval­lette wound­ed by .22-cal­iber bul­lets, an un­usu­al cal­iber for mur­der

    vic­tims. Ex­cept in mob hits. On mob hits, be­cause they were al­most al­ways done at close

    range by some­one friend­ly with the vic­tim, the .22 with its low muz­zle ve­loc­ity was

    pre­ferred.




    Smith skimmed the text of the re­ports. He un­der­stood enough about bal­lis­tics to fig­ure

    them out. Ev­ery gun bar­rel was grooved in a dis­tinc­tive way to put spin on a fired bul­let.

    This added force and sta­bil­ity to the pro­jec­tile, which oth­er­wise would tum­ble

    er­rat­ical­ly when it emerged from a gun bar­rel. But a con­se­quence was that, like

    fin­ger­prints, each gun bar­rel was dis­tinc­tive and ev­ery bul­let it fired bore the marks

    of its trav­els.




    Smith had played a hunch when he or­dered the bal­lis­tics re­ports. There was no rea­son to

    think that there was any con­nec­tion be­tween the mur­der of an anony­mous wom­an at Re­mo

    Williams’ for­got­ten grave and the sud­den wave of vi­olence di­rect­ed at De­troit’s

    au­tomak­ers, but the syn­chronic­ity of the events de­mand­ed an in­ves­ti­ga­tion.




    He had got­ten the FBI re­ports im­me­di­ate­ly; the Newark re­port had been de­layed

    through cler­ical in­com­pe­tence. But now Smith had them all on his desk, side by side, and he

    be­gan to wish he hadn’t be­cause now his worst night­mares were com­ing true.




    For the bal­lis­tics re­port told him, cer­tain­ly and ab­so­lute­ly, that the un­known

    wom­an in Newark had been killed by the same gun that had killed Drake Man­gan, his mis­tress,

    Agatha Bal­lard, and that had in­jured Lyle Laval­lette.




    The same gun. The same gun­man. Smith shook his head. What­ev­er was hap­pen­ing in

    De­troit, it had all be­gun at the grave of Re­mo Williams.




    But what did it all mean? Maybe Re­mo him­self would know when he ar­rived.




    The tele­phone rang and Smith, al­ready on edge, was star­tled. Then he saw it was not a

    CURE line but one used for Fol­croft’s rou­tine busi­ness and he re­laxed slight­ly. “Dr.

    Smith?” a voice said.




    “Yes.”




    “This is the limo com­pa­ny. You asked us to pick up a pa­tient at the air­port. A Re­mo

    Cochran?”




    “Yes,” said Smith sharply, squeez­ing the re­ceiv­er in­vol­un­tar­ily.




    “We didn’t con­nect with him.”




    “Then look hard­er,” Smith said.




    “No. He’s not there. Our driv­er says he wasn’t on the plane in the first place.”




    “Wasn’t on the plane . . .” Smith said hol­low­ly. Even though the dy­ing sun flood­ed

    through the big win­dows of his of­fice over­look­ing Long Is­land Sound, it seemed to Smith as

    if the room had sud­den­ly dark­ened.




    “You’re cer­tain?” he asked.




    “Yes, sir. Was he de­layed? Should we wait for the next flight or what?”




    “Yes. Wait. Con­tact me if he ar­rives. No. Con­tact me if he doesn’t. Call me as soon as

    any­thing hap­pens. Or doesn’t hap­pen. Is that clear?”




    “The next flight isn’t for four hours. This is go­ing to cost. “




    “I know,” Smith said. “I know this will cost. I know more than any­one,” he said as he hung

    up the tele­phone.


  




  

    Chapter 15




    “What did you say to me?” the gun­man asked cold­ly.




    He low­ered his Beretta Olympic ri­fle-​rig care­ful­ly. He knew that if he fired, he could

    kill Hu­bert Mil­lis in the build­ing across the high­way with one shot, but he al­so knew that

    the fright­en­ing man with the thick wrists and the dead-​look­ing eyes could kill him just as

    eas­ily.




    He turned care­ful­ly. It all de­pend­ed on how he han­dled the sit­ua­tion. Killing Mil­lis

    was a pri­or­ity but not the same pri­or­ity as liv­ing. Liv­ing was Pri­or­ity Num­ber

    One.




    “What did you say to me?” he re­peat­ed more firm­ly.




    “I said I can’t let you kill him,” Re­mo said. His hands hung at his sides. They were his

    weapons, his sur­gi­cal in­stru­ments, but here on this roof, in the dy­ing sun, fac­ing the

    man who shared his name, they felt old and use­less.




    “I heard what you said,” the gun­man replied. He rubbed the scar along the right side of his

    jaw. “That’s not what I meant. “




    “What are you talk­ing about?” Re­mo said.




    “Shouldn’t that have been, ‘I can’t let you kill him, Dad’?”




    “Dad?” Re­mo said. “I can’t call you Dad. I don’t even know you.”




    “Maybe you’d pre­fer ‘Pop.’ I hate ‘Pop’ my­self, but if it’s what you want, son . . .”




    “Son . . .” Re­mo re­peat­ed soft­ly. “Dad,” he mum­bled. He felt be­wil­dered and shrugged.

    “I nev­er called any­one Dad be­fore. I was raised in an or­phan­age. Nuns took care of

    me.”




    “Not very good care,” the gun­man said. “They didn’t even teach you how to ad­dress your own

    fa­ther. In­stead I get threats. You were threat­en­ing me, weren’t you?”




    “I didn’t mean to. But I can’t let you kill some­one in cold blood.”




    “Why not? I told you it was my job. You want to de­prive your old man of a liv­ing? I’m not

    get­ting any younger, you know. What is this Mil­lis guy to you any­way?”




    “I don’t even know him,” Re­mo said.




    “Fine. Then you won’t miss him.” The gun­man turned and brought the weapon to bear

    again.




    Re­mo took a hes­itant step for­ward. “No.”




    “Okay, kid,” the gun­man yelled and tossed the weapon to Re­mo. “You do it then.”




    Re­mo caught the ri­fle in­stinc­tive­ly. It felt ug­ly, awk­ward in his hands. It had been

    years since he had held any kind of weapon. Sinan­ju had taught him that weapons were im­pure,

    un­clean things that de­filed the art and ru­ined the man who used them.




    He dropped it.




    “I can’t. Not that way.”




    “I might have known. I’m not around and you grow up to be a pan­sy. Look at you. You dress

    like a bum. You talk back. I ask you to do one lit­tle thing and you de­ny me, your own

    fa­ther.”




    “But . . .”




    “I nev­er thought I’d say this, es­pe­cial­ly right af­ter find­ing you af­ter all these

    years,” the gun­man said, “but I’m ashamed of you, son. Ashamed.”




    Re­mo hung his head.




    “I thought you said you were a killer,” the oth­er man said. “Isn’t that what you told me?

    And I said to my­self, ‘Re­mo, your son is a man. He’s fol­low­ing in your foot­steps.’ That’s

    what I said to my­self.”




    The man spat dis­dain­ful­ly.




    “I didn’t know you were a wimp. Now are you go­ing to let your fa­ther do his job? Are

    you?”




    Re­mo did not an­swer. He looked to­ward the man and then to­ward the fire door that led

    down from the roof. His mouth worked and he was about to speak when there was a crash at the

    fire door and it popped up like a piece of steel bread eject­ed from a toast­er. Pieces of

    hinge and pad­lock flew like grenade shrap­nel.




    A head ap­peared in the open­ing like a ghost ris­ing from its grave, ex­cept this ghost

    wore a pur­ple ki­mono in­stead of a shroud and spoke in a voice that crack­led like a loose

    elec­tri­cal wire.




    “Re­mo! What are you do­ing with this man?”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, it’s-“




    The gun­man in­ter­rupt­ed. “What did you call him?” he de­mand­ed as he reached for his

    Beretta, which still lay on the grav­eled roof.




    “Well, he’s not re­al­ly my fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “But he’s been like a fa­ther to me.”




    “I’m your fa­ther, Re­mo. Don’t you ev­er for­get that,” the gun­man said.




    “Lies,” snapped Chi­un, his face flushed with fury.




    “No, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “I think it’s true.”




    “Stand aside,” Chi­un said. “I will deal with this most base of de­ceivers.” He stepped up

    from the stair­well.




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    The gun­man grabbed his weapon. Good, if the kid keeps the old gook busy, I’ll be able to

    wrap this up.




    “You say no to me, Re­mo?” Chi­un de­mand­ed. “Are you crazed?”




    “Keep him busy, kid. I’ll just be a mo­ment,” the gun­man said.




    “I can’t let you hurt him, Chi­un. I’m sor­ry.”




    “And I can­not let this am­ateur thug harm some­one un­der the pro­tec­tion of

    Sinan­ju.”




    “Didn’t you hear me, Chi­un? He’s my fa­ther. My fa­ther. I didn’t even know he was

    alive.”




    “Not for long,” Chi­un said. He moved around Re­mo and in­stinc­tive­ly Re­mo swept out a

    hand. The hand al­most touched the per­son of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, when Re­mo’s feet

    sud­den­ly tan­gled to­geth­er. He tripped and went down.




    Re­mo bounced back to his feet as if he were on a tram­po­line.




    “Chi­un,” he said and the Ori­en­tal whirled. A long­nailed fin­ger flashed warn­ing­ly at

    Re­mo, then at the gun­man. “I can­not let this man live.”




    “You knew he was my fa­ther all along, didn’t you? Didn’t you?” Re­mo cried.




    “I am do­ing this for your own good,” Chi­un said. “Now stand back.”




    “This is why you didn’t want me around here, isn’t it? You and Smith knew about him. You

    knew he was my fa­ther, didn’t you?”




    “I am your Mas­ter,” Chi­un said. “Noth­ing else in the uni­verse has a mean­ing in your

    life. Now leave us, Re­mo.”




    A kind of sick hor­ror rode over Re­mo’s fea­tures as he said, “You can’t hurt him,

    Chi­un.”




    “That man,” said Chi­un stoni­ly, “has pro­faned the sa­cred per­son­age of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.” He touched the spot over his ear where the ric­ocheted bul­let had hit him. “He has

    at­tacked some­one un­der Sinan­ju’s pro­tec­tion. He must die.”




    “Kick his ass, son,” the gun­man yelled. “1 know you can do it.”




    Re­mo looked at the gun­man, then at Chi­un. His de­ci­sion showed on his face.




    “You may not raise your hand against the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un in­toned grave­ly.

    “Though I love you as one from my vil­lage, Sinan­ju comes first.”




    “I don’t want to fight you, Chi­un. You know that.”




    “Good. Then wait be­low,” Chi­un snapped.




    Sud­den­ly a shot sound­ed and Chi­un’s bald head whirled, the tufts of hair danc­ing.




    “Ai­iieee,” he shrieked.




    “Got him,” the gun­man grunt­ed. “One shot and picked him off clean.”




    “Mur­der­er,” cried Chi­un and moved to­ward the man, but Re­mo dove be­tween the two of

    them.




    Chi­un stopped and his hazel eyes nar­rowed as he looked at Re­mo.




    “So be it,” he said. “You have made your choice, Re­mo. You are lost to Sinan­ju and lost to

    me.”




    He watched on­ly for a mo­ment, be­fore re­al­iz­ing that or­di­nary peo­ple could get hurt

    just by be­ing close, and the gun­man slipped out the fire door, col­laps­ing his Olympic

    pis­tol in­to his brief­case on the way down.




    He walked down, shak­ing his head all the way. He had nev­er seen a fight like it. It had

    start­ed like a bal­let. The old man’s move­ments were slow and grace­ful. A san­daled toe

    float­ed out and Re­mo’s body be­came a blur as he avoid­ed it. Re­mo’s coun­terthrust was a

    lung­ing hand­spear that seemed to go wrong on­ly be­cause the old man sidestepped with such

    exquisite speed that he seemed not to move at all.




    If they were mas­ter and pupil, the gun­man thought, they were the two scari­est peo­ple on

    earth. Re­mo’s thrusts looked faster be­cause the hu­man eye read them as a blur, but the old

    man was so blind­ing­ly quick in his move­ments that the eye did not reg­is­ter them at

    all.




    The gun­man had had enough; all he want­ed to do was to get away. When he reached the ground

    floor of the build­ing he told the guard at the desk that there was a fight on the roof. He had

    been able to hear it from his own top-​floor of­fice, he said.




    The guard did not rec­og­nize him, but guards ev­ery­where re­spond­ed to men wear­ing

    well-​tai­lored suits and car­ry­ing leather brief­cas­es.




    The guard tele­phoned for a se­cu­ri­ty team to go to the roof, then took out his pis­tol,

    checked the ac­tion, and rode the el­eva­tor up­stairs.




    When he got to the roof, he shoved his way through a crowd of uni­formed guards who stood

    around the door­way. “What’s the mat­ter? Why aren’t you do­ing any­thing?” he de­mand­ed.




    “We tried. No good.”




    “No good? What do you mean, no good? I see two guys at it and you say no good.”




    One guard held up a swollen pur­ple hand.




    “I just walked up to touch the old guy on the shoul­der. I don’t know what hap­pened but my

    hand went numb. Now look at it.”




    “Does it hurt?”




    “No, but I got a feel­ing it will when the nerves come back to life. If they do.”




    “Aaaah, I’ll han­dle this,” the se­cu­ri­ty guard said. “They’re not even fight­ing, for

    Chris­sake. They’re danc­ing. I’m go­ing to break it up.”




    “Don’t do it,” the guard with the pur­ple hand said in a quiv­er­ing voice. “Don’t get

    be­tween them.”




    The se­cu­ri­ty guard from the desk ig­nored him and stomped across the rooftop. He held his

    pis­tol in his right hand, waved it at the two men, and said, “Okay, cut the crap. You’re both

    un­der ar­rest.”




    He did not know which one of them did it, but in a move­ment that his eyes could not

    reg­is­ter, some­one wrapped the bar­rel of the pis­tol around the fin­gers of his shoot­ing

    hand. He looked down at his fin­gers trapped in­side a corkscrew of twist­ed steel and yelled

    to the oth­er guards: “Call out the Na­tion­al Guard.”




    Re­mo was against the edge of the build­ing when he saw, far be­low, the fig­ure of the

    gun­man walk­ing to­ward a car.




    He leaned over the para­pet and with­out think­ing, he cried out:




    “Don’t go. Dad. Wait for me.”




    And then Re­mo was over the edge, down the side of the build­ing. Chi­un wait­ed a mo­ment,

    and then, as the se­cu­ri­ty guards in the door­way watched, his head seemed to slump for­ward

    and he turned and walked to­ward the ex­it door.




    The guards made way for him as he walked by, and lat­er, one of them would swear he had seen

    a tear in the old man’s eye.


  




  

    Chapter 16




    Dr. Harold W. Smith had not slept all night and now the sun was show­ing through the big

    one-​way glass win­dow of his of­fice over­look­ing Long Is­land Sound.




    Smith’s face was hag­gard, his thin­ning hair un­combed. He still wore his striped

    Dart­mouth tie tight­ly knot­ted at the throat but his gray jack­et lay across the back of a

    chair, a sin­gle con­ces­sion to the fa­tigue that stress and lack of sleep had wrought.




    It was Smith’s man­ner that he seemed small­er and slighter than he re­al­ly was, and he

    wore nat­ural­ly the look of a mid­dle-​man­age­ment type who, in his de­clin­ing years, had

    risen to a cushy but bor­ing po­si­tion as the di­rec­tor of a to­tal­ly unim­por­tant

    fa­cil­ity for the el­der­ly, known as Fol­croft San­itar­ium.




    No one knew him, but if some­one had, it was most like­ly that Smith would have been

    de­scribed as a gray man, dull and unimag­ina­tive, who count­ed the days un­til re­tire­ment

    by the sizes of the piles of pa­per he shuf­fled end­less­ly.




    On­ly one of those de­scrip­tions would have been true. Smith was unimag­ina­tive.




    That was one of the rea­sons a long-​dead Pres­ident had picked him to head CURE. Smith had

    no imag­ina­tion, nor was he am­bi­tious in that pow­er-​hun­gry way that came nat­ural­ly to

    politi­cians and re­porters.




    But the Pres­ident had count­ed that as a virtue be­cause he knew that a man with

    imag­ina­tion could quick­ly be se­duced by the un­lim­it­ed pow­er he would wield as the

    di­rec­tor of CURE. A man with both imag­ina­tion and am­bi­tion might well at­tempt to take

    over Amer­ica. And such a man could have done it too. CURE was en­tire­ly with­out con­trols.

    The di­rec­tor ran it with a free hand and with­out re­stric­tions. A Pres­ident could on­ly

    sug­gest mis­sions and the on­ly or­der Smith was bound to obey from the Pres­ident was the

    or­der to dis­band.




    For two decades, Smith had been pre­pared to ex­ecute that or­der if the Pres­ident gave it

    or to or­der the dis­band­ing him­self if CURE was ev­er com­pro­mised.




    There would be no re­tire­ment for Harold Smith. On­ly a swift, pain­less death, and not

    even a hero’s buri­al in Ar­ling­ton Na­tion­al Ceme­tery for the man who had served his

    coun­try with the OSS dur­ing World War II and who had oc­cu­pied a high po­si­tion in the

    Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy un­til his sup­posed re­tire­ment in the six­ties. The

    se­cre­cy of CURE, the or­ga­ni­za­tion that didn’t ex­ist and whose ini­tials stood for

    noth­ing and for ev­ery­thing, was too im­por­tant to al­low Smith even a small bit of

    posthu­mous recog­ni­tion.




    It was a lone­ly job, but nev­er a bor­ing one, and Smith would not have trad­ed it for any

    work in the world be­cause he knew its im­por­tance. On­ly CURE stood be­tween

    con­sti­tu­tion­al gov­ern­ment and to­tal an­ar­chy.




    To re­mind him­self of that, each morn­ing Smith would come in­to his of­fice, press the

    con­cealed but­ton on his desk that raised the main CURE com­put­er ter­mi­nal, and con­sid­er

    that CURE was the most pow­er­ful agen­cy on earth be­cause it had un­lim­it­ed ac­cess to

    un­lim­it­ed in­for­ma­tion and it knew how to keep the se­crets.




    This morn­ing, as he did ev­ery morn­ing, Smith tapped out a sim­ple code on the com­put­er,

    and on the video screen ap­peared the first para­graph of the Con­sti­tu­tion of the Unit­ed

    States of Amer­ica in glow­ing green let­ters. Smith be­gan read­ing, slow­ly, care­ful­ly,

    sound­ing out the words in his mind.




    We, the Peo­ple of the Unit­ed States, in or­der to form a more per­fect union, es­tab­lish

    jus­tice . . .




    He could have re­cit­ed the en­tire thing from mem­ory, but to this rock-​ribbed na­tive of

    Ver­mont, the Con­sti­tu­tion was not some­thing one re­cit­ed, as the Pledge of Al­le­giance

    was re­cit­ed by un­think­ing schoolchil­dren, but a sa­cred doc­ument that en­sured Amer­icans

    the free­doms they en­joyed. To most of them, it was an an­cient piece of pa­per kept un­der

    glass in Wash­ing­ton, a piece of his­to­ry they took for grant­ed. But to Harold W. Smith it

    was a liv­ing thing and be­cause it lived, it could die or be killed. Smith, sit­ting qui­et­ly

    be­hind his desk and look­ing small in the Spar­tan im­men­si­ty of his of­fice, stood on the

    fir­ing line in an un­known war to de­fend that half-​for­got­ten doc­ument and what it

    rep­re­sent­ed to Amer­ica and to the world.




    Yet ev­ery time he en­tered his of­fice, Smith knew he be­trayed that doc­ument-​by

    wire­tap­ping, by threat, and so of­ten these days, by vi­olence and mur­der. It was the

    ul­ti­mate trib­ute to Smith’s pa­tri­otism that he had ac­cept­ed a thank­less job whose very

    na­ture filled him with re­vul­sion.




    And so, in or­der not to lose sight of his re­spon­si­bil­ity and per­haps as a kind of

    penance to­ward the liv­ing doc­ument in which he be­lieved im­plic­it­ly, Smith read the

    Con­sti­tu­tion from his video screen, read­ing slow­ly, care­ful­ly, sa­vor­ing the words and

    not rush­ing through them, un­til in the end they were more than just words on a com­put­er

    screen. They were truth.




    When Smith had fin­ished read­ing, he closed out the file and picked up the spe­cial

    tele­phone that con­nect­ed di­rect­ly to the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica. But

    the tele­phone rang just as he touched it.




    Smith snapped the re­ceiv­er im­me­di­ate­ly to his ear and said, “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “Hu­bert Mil­lis has just come out of surgery,” the Pres­ident said.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident. I know. I was just about to call you re­gard­ing that mat­ter. I

    as­sume you’ll be is­su­ing the or­der for us to dis­band.”




    “I should. Darn it, Smith. There’s no ex­cuse for not pro­tect­ing Mil­lis. What went

    wrong?”




    Smith cleared his throat.




    “I’m not cer­tain, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “You’re not cer­tain?”




    “No, sir. I’ve had no com­mu­ni­ca­tion from my peo­ple. I don’t know where they are and I

    don’t know what hap­pened.”




    “I’ll tell you what hap­pened. De­spite ev­ery­thing, Mil­lis was shot and is lucky to be

    alive and your peo­ple didn’t do any­thing to stop it. If he had been killed, I want you to

    know that your op­er­ation would have been ter­mi­nat­ed im­me­di­ate­ly. “




    “I un­der­stand, sir. My rec­om­men­da­tion pre­cise­ly.”




    “No, you don’t un­der­stand. There’s a lot of talk now that the Big Three au­to com­pa­nies

    are all go­ing to make a deal to have Lyle Laval­lette come in and run their com­pa­nies,

    be­cause they can’t com­pete with the Dy­nacar any­way. I want Laval­lette pro­tect­ed. If he

    goes down, De­troit may be down the tubes. And I want your peo­ple ei­ther on the job or

    elim­inat­ed. Do you un­der­stand? They’re too dan­ger­ous to be run­ning loose.”




    “I un­der­stand, sir.”




    “You keep say­ing that, Smith, but some­how I don’t find it as re­as­sur­ing as I used to. I

    ex­pect to be hear­ing from you.”




    “Yes, sir,” Smith said. He re­placed the spe­cial phone and tried, for the hun­dredth time

    in the hours since he had learned of Hu­bert Mil­lis’ brush with death, to call Chi­un at his

    ho­tel.




    As he held the tele­phone he won­dered if he would ev­er again be­gin a work­ing day

    read­ing the Con­sti­tu­tion of the Unit­ed States from a com­put­er ter­mi­nal.




    In the hon­ey­moon suite of the De­troit Plaza Ho­tel, in the ear­ly-​dawn light, Chi­un,

    reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, watched the sun as­cend in glo­ry.




    He sat be­fore the glass doors of the bal­cony which gave the clear­est view of the

    sun­rise. He rest­ed on a straw mat, a sin­gle ta­per il­lu­mi­nat­ing the room be­hind him

    with a smoky, an­gry light. As the sun rose, the light of the ta­per fad­ed be­fore it, like

    the glo­ry of old em­pires fad­ing be­fore new ones.




    Many Mas­ters of Sinan­ju had pre­ced­ed Chi­un. They were all of the same blood. Chi­un’s

    blood. But there was more than a blood link con­nect­ing Chi­un with his an­ces­tors. They were

    all of the sun source and one with the sun source-​the awe­some pow­er that en­abled the

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju to tap the god­like pow­er that lay with­in all men.




    But on­ly those could come to the sun source who had trained un­der a Mas­ter al­ready

    pos­sess­ing the sun source and on­ly af­ter a life­time of train­ing. Sinan­ju had been

    hand­ed down to each gen­er­ation of Chi­un’s an­ces­tors from the time of the first great

    Mas­ter, Wang, who leg­end said had re­ceived the source from a ring of fire that de­scend­ed

    from the stars.




    It had been a proud, un­bro­ken tra­di­tion un­til the day of Chi­un. Chi­un, whose wife

    bore him no heir. Chi­un, who then took a white man from the out­er world be­cause there were

    no wor­thy Ko­re­ans left in Sinan­ju. Chi­un, whose pupil was so un­grate­ful that when asked

    to choose be­tween the gift that was the sun source and a white meat-​eater who had so lit­tle

    use for him that he left him on a doorstep as a child, had made the wrong choice.




    And now it had come to this.




    Chi­un hung his tired old head in sad­ness and seemed to hear the voic­es of his an­ces­tors

    speak­ing in the still­ness:




    -Oh, woe, that Sinan­ju should come to this.




    -It is the end. The great­est line of as­sas­sins in the uni­verse will soon be no more.




    -Gone, gone. All gone. Our hon­or be­smirched and there is none to car­ry on our line.




    -Shame. Shame to Chi­un, train­er of whites, who chose a non-​Ko­re­an. Shame to him who let

    the fu­ture of Sinan­ju slip through his fin­gers while he lived in lux­ury in a cor­rupt

    land.




    -All we were, you are now. When you are gone, the glo­ry of Sinan­ju will be no more.




    -And we will be voic­es in the void, noth­ing more. Voic­es with­out hope, with­out one of

    our blood to car­ry on Sinan­ju.




    -And you will be one of us, Chi­un.




    -A voice.




    -In the void.




    -With­out a son.




    -With­out hope.




    -That will be your des­tiny, Chi­un, fi­nal Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    -And your shame.




    -0h, woe, that Sinan­ju should come to this.




    Chi­un lift­ed his head at the sound of the ring­ing tele­phone, then turned away. But the

    ring­ing con­tin­ued, in­sis­tent, and fi­nal­ly he rose from his lo­tus po­si­tion and glid­ed

    to the phone. He picked it up but spoke no greet­ings.




    Af­ter a pause, Smith asked, “Chi­un?”




    “I am he,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “I’ve been try­ing to reach you, Chi­un. What hap­pened? Mil­lis is in a co­ma.”




    “I have no an­swer for you,” Chi­un said.




    Smith no­ticed the old Ko­re­an’s voice was emp­ty of feel­ing. He said, “Re­mo nev­er

    ar­rived. He wasn’t on the plane. “




    “I know. He is lost to us, lost to Sinan­ju.”




    “Lost?” Smith de­mand­ed. “What do you mean lost?”




    “He is with the one of white skin who is his fa­ther,” Chi­un said.




    Smith said, “But he’s alive, right? He’s not dead.”




    “No,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju as he hung up the re­ceiv­er qui­et­ly, pain in his hazel

    eyes. “He is dead.”


  




  

    Chapter 17




    If he could on­ly take care of that lu­natic gun­man, things would be per­fect for Lyle

    Laval­lette. He con­sid­ered that as he sat in his of­fice, first try­ing, then re­ject­ing a

    pair of el­eva­tor shoes that his cob­bler in Italy had just sent him. They were guar­an­teed

    to make him a full inch taller than his even six feet, but when he tried them on, they

    wrin­kled his socks and so he tossed them in the wastepa­per bas­ket. Maybe if he were on­ly

    five-​feet-​eleven, but he was six feet tall al­ready, and the ex­tra inch wasn’t worth

    wrin­kled hose.




    He had ex­pect­ed more com­pe­ti­tion from the Big Three when he un­veiled the Dy­nacar. But

    with Man­gan’s killing, the board of di­rec­tors Na­tion­al Au­tos seemed pre­pared to of­fer

    Laval­lette the op­por­tu­ni­ty to head the com­pa­ny. And he had al­ready heard from two board

    mem­bers at Amer­ican Au­tos, whose pres­ident Hu­bert Mil­lis lay near death in a hos­pi­tal.

    On­ly Rev­ell’s com­pa­ny, Gen­er­al Au­tos, seemed to be hold­ing firm, but Laval­lette

    fig­ured that Rev­ell was shaky and with a good pen­sion of­fer, could prob­ably be per­suad­ed

    to take ear­ly re­tire­ment. That would clear the way for Laval­lette to take over Gen­er­al

    Au­tos too.




    No one had ev­er done it be­fore. He would head the en­tire car in­dus­try in the Unit­ed

    States. It had been his dream since he was a lit­tle boy play­ing with match­stick cars and

    trucks. And it was com­ing true.




    “Miss Blaze, things are look­ing up,” he said as his sec­re­tary en­tered the of­fice.




    “I don’t know, Mr. Laval­lette. What about that aw­ful man who tried to kill you? I won’t

    rest easy un­til that man is in jail.”




    “I’m not afraid of him,” Laval­lette said, tap­ping his bul­let­proof Kevlar suit. Even his

    tie was bul­let­proof. It was not tech­ni­cal­ly nec­es­sary but he had had a set made, for a

    thou­sand dol­lars, be­cause he liked his ties to match his suits. At any rate, his pub­lic

    re­la­tions firm told him they could prob­ably get him a page in Peo­ple mag­azine with that

    tie: “LYLE LAVAL­LETTE, THE MAV­ER­ICK AU­TO GE­NIUS WHO WEARS MET­AL TIES.”




    Laval­lette like the idea. He liked it all a lot and af­ter this was all over, he might just

    keep wear­ing bul­let­proof ties. He checked his tie knot in one of the three full-​length

    mir­rors in his of­fice. They were strate­gi­cal­ly placed so that, no mat­ter how Laval­lette

    faced vis­itors from be­hind his desk, he had at least one un­ob­struct­ed view of him­self.

    That way he knew when­ev­er his tie was crooked or his hair not pre­cise­ly combed, or if any

    sim­ilar near-​catas­tro­phe threat­ened.




    Laval­lette smiled at his own im­age now in the mir­ror fac­ing his desk, and thought he was

    show­ing a lit­tle too much gum. He tight­ened his face. Yes, that was it. Too much gum was

    bad. It took away from the bril­liance of his shiny ce­ram­ic teeth and he won­dered if there

    was such a thing as gum-​re­duc­tion surgery. It might be eas­ier to sub­mit to surgery than to

    have to keep ad­just­ing one’s smile. He made a men­tal note to look in­to it.




    “I think you’re very brave,” Miss Blaze said. Laval­lette popped out of his self-​ab­sorbed

    mood.




    “What’s that you say?”




    “I said I think you’re very brave. I know if I were in your shoes, I’d be pet­ri­fied.” Miss

    Blaze’s body shook at the thought. Her breasts shook es­pe­cial­ly, and Laval­lette de­cid­ed

    that she was at her most ap­peal­ing when she shud­dered in fear. Maybe he would ar­range for

    the ex­pe­ri­ence to hap­pen of­ten.




    “I sur­vived one at­tempt. I’m not afraid of an­oth­er,” he said.




    “But when I think of poor Mr. Mil­lis, ly­ing in a co­ma-“




    “That mo­ron,” Laval­lette snapped. “Do you know he fired me in 1975?”




    “Yes. You’ve told me twen­ty times. I think it still both­ers you.”




    “They all did. They all fired me. But I swore I’d be back on top again. And now I am. And

    look where they are. Man­gan’s dead; Mil­lis is go­ing to be a veg­etable . . .”




    “You shouldn’t speak that way about him.” Miss Blaze pout­ed. “The past is the past. You

    should let by­gones be by­gones.”




    “Miss Blaze, do you know what a by­gone is?”




    Her pouty face opened in­vol­un­tar­ily and her brow fur­rowed.




    “Sure. It’s a . . . a . . .”




    “Nev­er mind,” Laval­lette said dis­mis­sive­ly. The rec­ol­lec­tions of the black pe­ri­ods

    in his ca­reer still rat­tled him when­ev­er they came to mind. “You came in here for a

    rea­son. What is it?”




    “Oh, I did, didn’t I? Let me think.”




    Laval­lette rapped his fin­gers on the desk­top im­pa­tient­ly. He stopped sud­den­ly, his

    face freez­ing in hor­ror. “Arggggh,” he groaned.




    “What is it? Oh, God, have you been shot? Tell me you haven’t been shot. Should I get a

    doc­tor?”




    Laval­lette bolt­ed from his chair, hold­ing his right hand at arm’s length, as if the pain

    were be­yond bear­ing. Miss Blaze stared and stared, look­ing for tell­tale blood­stains but

    she saw none.




    “What is it?” she wailed, bit­ing her knuck­les to keep her­self un­der con­trol.




    “In that cab­inet, quick. The first-​aid box. Hur­ry.”




    She threw open a liquor cab­inet, rum­maged around, and found a teak box that said FIRST AID

    in gold let­ters. “Here it is. What should I do?”




    “Just open it,” Laval­lette said in a tight voice.




    She un­did the latch of the box. In­side, in­stead of the usu­al first-​aid equip­ment, she

    saw tweez­ers, combs, and two long plas­tic box­es, one marked “right” and the oth­er “left.

    “




    Laval­lette took out the small box marked “right,” still hold­ing out his right hand.




    Miss Blaze saw in­side five oval-​shaped ob­jects, like wood shav­ings, ex­cept clear. If

    she hadn’t known bet­ter, she would have sworn they were fin­ger­nails. Not the long ta­pered

    kind that wom­en wore, but blunt man­nish ver­sions.




    She saw Laval­lette go fran­ti­cal­ly to work on the tip of his right in­dex fin­ger with a

    gold tool of some kind. It al­most looked like a pair of fin­ger­nail clip­pers.




    When the tool stopped click­ing, a sliv­er of fin­ger­nail fell on­to the desk.




    Lavel­lette lift­ed one of the oval shapes from the box and care­ful­ly, with tweez­ers and

    ad­he­sive, laid it over his right in­dex fin­ger­nail.




    The an­guished ex­pres­sion slow­ly left his face as he ex­am­ined the nail with a

    mag­ni­fy­ing glass.




    “A hun­dred-​dol­lar man­icure ru­ined be­cause of you,” he said at last.




    “Me? How me?” she said.




    “You made me wait and I was drum­ming my fin­gers and my nail chipped. For­get it. What was

    it you want­ed, and it bet­ter be good.”




    “Oh,” Miss Blaze said. “The FBI is on line one. They want to know if you’ll re­con­sid­er

    their of­fer to put you un­der round-​the-​clock pro­tec­tion.”




    “Tell them no. I can han­dle this my­self. Tell them I have it cov­ered.”




    “And the Army is out in the lob­by. They say they have an ap­point­ment.”




    “The Army? I didn’t ask to meet with the Army.”




    “Colonel Sav­age said you did.”




    “Oh. Sav­age. You nin­ny, he’s not the Army. He’s part of my new body­guard team.”




    “I thought you weren’t afraid of any­one,” Miss Blaze said.




    “I’m not. But if that killer comes around again, I want to be ready for him this time.”




    “Should I send them all in? There’s at least thir­ty of them, all dressed up in those

    jung­ly clothes with ri­fles and ropes and boots and all that Ram­bo stuff.”




    “No. Just send in Sav­age.”




    “Gotcha.”




    “And don’t say ‘Gotcha,’ Miss Blaze. Say, ‘Yes, sir.’ You’re not wait­ing on ta­bles in a

    din­er any­more. You’re the per­son­al sec­re­tary to one of the most pow­er­ful ex­ec­utives

    in Amer­ica. And one of the most hand­some,” he added as an af­terthought, check­ing his

    crest­ing wavy white hair in a mir­ror.




    “Don’t for­get brave. You’re al­so brave.”




    “Right. Brave. Send in Sav­age.”




    Colonel Brock Sav­age had prowled through the swamps of Viet­nam in pur­suit of Vi­et­cong

    guer­ril­las. He had hacked his way through two hun­dred miles of the jun­gles of An­go­la. In

    the deserts of Kuwait, he had lived for eight weeks as a bedouin in or­der to in­fil­trate a

    sheik’s in­ner cir­cle. He was a spe­cial­ist in un­der­wa­ter de­mo­li­tion, night fight­ing,

    and sur­vival tac­tics. His idea of a va­ca­tion was to parachute in­to Death Val­ley with

    on­ly a knife and a bar of choco­late and see how long it took him to get out.




    All these qual­ifi­ca­tions were de­scribed in the “Po­si­tions Want­ed” ad­ver­tise­ment

    Laval­lette had an­swered in Sol­dier of For­tune mag­azine. Laval­lette could have had the FBI

    at his dis­pos­al for free but he didn’t want on­ly pro­tec­tion. He want­ed men who would

    ac­cept his or­ders with­out qualm or ques­tions, re­gard­less of what those or­ders might be.

    Colonel Brock Sav­age and his hand­picked mer­ce­nary team fit Laval­lette’s needs per­fect­ly.

    Sav­age was per­fect-​ex­cept he was not used to the board­rooms of ex­ec­utive Amer­ica.




    That fact be­came ap­par­ent when Sav­age, re­splen­dent in jun­gle fa­tigues and bat­tle

    gear, tried to en­ter Laval­lette’s of­fice. He got through the door­way all right, but his

    Ar­malite ri­fle, slung low across his back, caught its muz­zle and cam­ou­flaged stock against

    the door­jamb.




    “Ooof,” grunt­ed Sav­age be­fore he fell.




    He land­ed on his rump. The car­tridge-​jammed ban­doliers criss­cross­ing his chest ripped.

    Car­tridges broke loose, scat­ter­ing across the floor like mar­bles. A fold­ing knife fell out

    of his boot. A pack­et of K-​ra­tions popped loose.




    Un­der his breath, Laval­lette groaned. Maybe he should have gone with the FBI af­ter

    all.




    Brock Sav­age strug­gled to his feet, weighed down by al­most one hun­dred pounds of

    de­struc­tive equip­ment. Fi­nal­ly, he shook off his ban­doliers and ri­fle. Af­ter that, it

    was easy.




    “Colonel Brock Sav­age re­port­ing for du­ty, sir!” he said, scuff­ing the smeared

    K-​ra­tions off his boots and in­to the ex­pen­sive car­pet.




    “Don’t shout, Sav­age,” said Laval­lette. “Pick up your gear and sit down.”




    “I can’t, sir. Not with all this equip­ment.”




    Laval­lette took a sec­ond look and re­al­ized that if Sav­age could sit down, his can­teen,

    K-​ra­tion packs, and oth­er belt­ed hard­ware would chew up his im­port­ed Span­ish leather

    chairs.




    “Fine. Stand. Let me ex­plain my po­si­tion and what I want you to do.”




    “No need, sir. I read the pa­pers.”




    “Then you know the as­sas­sin who is stalk­ing me, this Re­mo Williams en­vi­ron­men­tal­ist

    nut, is bound to come af­ter me again.”




    “My men and I are ready. We’ll cap­ture him if he shows his civil­ian face around here.”




    “I don’t want him cap­tured. I want him dead. You un­der­stand? If I want­ed cap­tured, I’d

    let the FBI swarm all around here. I can’t have that. My Dy­nacar is a high-​se­cu­ri­ty

    project. Guard­ing it will be part of your job too.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “And stop salut­ing, would you please? This is not a mil­itary op­er­ation.”




    “Any­thing else, Mr. Laval­lette?”




    “Yes. Throw away those stupid ra­tion packs. Dy­nacar In­dus­tries has a won­der­ful

    sub­si­dized com­pa­ny cafe­te­ria. I ex­pect you and your men to eat in it.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “In the blue-​col­lar sec­tion, of course.”


  




  

    Chapter 18




    “Tell me about my moth­er.”




    “Kid, I’ve told you about your moth­er three times al­ready. Give me a break, will you?”




    “Tell me again,” Re­mo Williams said. He sat on a big so­fa in a De­troit ho­tel room,

    fol­low­ing with his eyes the man who was his fa­ther, feel­ing a strange mix­ture of dis­tance

    and fa­mil­iar­ity. His fa­ther had just got­ten off the tele­phone and was look­ing for a

    fresh shirt.




    “Okay. Last time. Your moth­er was a won­der­ful wom­an. She was beau­ti­ful and she was

    kind. She was in­tel­li­gent. In the right light, she looked like twen­ty-​three even when she

    was forty-​three.”




    “How’d she die?” Re­mo asked.




    “It was aw­ful,” the gun­man said. “Sud­den death. One minute she was fine; the next minute

    she was dead.”




    “Heart at­tack,” Re­mo said and the gun­man nod­ded.




    “It re­al­ly broke me up,” he said. “That’s why I left Newark and came out here.”




    “You haven’t told me why you left me at the or­phan­age when I was a ba­by,” Re­mo said.




    “Your moth­er and I just weren’t mak­ing it. We tried but you know how those things are. We

    got di­vorced and she got cus­tody of you. You un­der­stand?”




    “Yes,”‘ Re­mo said. In the evening light, he thought he could see the fam­ily re­sem­blance

    in his fa­ther’s eyes. They were the same flat un­re­flec­tive black as his own.




    “So, any­way, in those days, it was tough for a wom­an to be di­vorced and to have a kid.

    Neigh­bors, fam­ily, no­body would talk to her and fi­nal­ly, she de­cid­ed it would be best if

    you went to the nuns. I was fu­ri­ous when I heard about it, but if I came to get you, it would

    look like I was say­ing your moth­er didn’t know how to take care of you. So I left you there,

    even though it broke my heart. I just fig­ured . . . well, I fig­ured there was no look­ing

    back.”




    “I guess not,” Re­mo said. “Do you have a pic­ture of her? Some­times, I used to try to

    imag­ine what my moth­er looked like. When I was a kid, I used to lie in bed when I couldn’t

    sleep and make up faces.”




    “Is that so?” the gun­man said as he put on his jack­et. “And what’d you think she looked

    like, kid?”




    “Gi­na Lol­lo­brigi­da. I saw her in a movie once. I al­ways want­ed my moth­er to look like

    Gi­na Lol­lo­brigi­da.”




    “That’s amaz­ing, son. It re­al­ly is. Your moth­er looked ex­act­ly like her, ex­act­ly.

    You must be psy­chic or some­thing.”




    Re­mo looked up and said, “Where are you go­ing?”




    “Out. I’ve got busi­ness to at­tend to.”




    “I’ll come with you.”




    “Look, kid. It’s good that we found each oth­er af­ter all these years but I can’t have you

    fol­low­ing me ev­ery­where. Now re­lax. I’ll be back in an hour or so. Go get your­self fed or

    laid or some­thing. Prac­tice. That’s it. Prac­tice. ‘Cause when I come back you’ve got to

    start telling me how you do all that stuff with walls and fight­ing and all.” The ho­tel-​room

    door slammed on Re­mo’s hurt face.




    The gun­man took the el­eva­tor to the ho­tel garage and drove his car on­to the dingy

    street of De­troit.




    “Jeez,” he said to him­self aloud. “This is go­ing to be a bitch.”




    He lit a cigarette, hat­ing the stale taste in his mouth. He had to get rid of the kid. What

    he didn’t need now in his life was some over­grown teenag­er wor­ry­ing about Dad­dy. Maybe he

    would wait un­til Re­mo had taught him his tricks. Sinan­ju, he called it, what­ev­er that was.

    He didn’t know what it meant, but you were nev­er too old to learn new things, es­pe­cial­ly if

    they could help you in your trade. Maybe he’d wait and learn and then one night when the kid

    was sleep­ing, just put a bul­let in his brain and get away.




    That was one way. The oth­er way was just not to re­turn to the ho­tel and let this Re­mo

    kid try to find him. But Re­mo had found him be­fore. What­ev­er Sinan­ju was, he seemed to be

    able to do things that nor­mal peo­ple couldn’t do. The old Ori­en­tal too, for that mat­ter,

    and he had to be eighty if he was a day.




    The gun­man won­dered why the old Ori­en­tal was hound­ing him. First, he showed up at the

    Man­gan hit, and then at the Dy­nacar demon­stra­tion and then at the Mil­lis shoot­ing. All

    be­cause the man who hired him had in­sist­ed on send­ing the stupid en­vi­ron­men­tal warn­ing

    to the news­pa­pers. That part had been dumb and un­pro­fes­sion­al, but it was part of the

    job. The old gook though; he wasn’t part of the job.




    He had tried to es­cape from the two of them that ear­ly evening when he had left them

    fight­ing on the rooftop. But even as he was pulling out of the park­ing lot, he saw the kid

    com­ing down the side of the build­ing and run­ning af­ter him.




    He had sped up to sev­en­ty-​five, then slowed to six­ty-​five once he got to the

    in­ter­state high­way, think­ing he was free. And sud­den­ly the pas­sen­ger door was pulled

    open.




    He had stomped on the gas ped­al and swerved to the right so the twin forces would slam the

    door shut, but the door would not close. It was be­ing held open, and then a voice had yelled,

    “Hey. Keep the wheel steady.”




    It was the kid, Re­mo, run­ning along­side the car, hold­ing the door open, and then he

    hopped in­to the pas­sen­ger seat and slammed the door af­ter him.




    “Don’t wor­ry, Dad,” the kid had said. “I’m all right.” Just the mem­ory of it made the

    gun­man’s mouth dry.




    It was go­ing to be hard to shake this Re­mo. At least for a while. The best way to stay

    alive was to play along. And what if the kid was right? What if Re­mo was his son? It was

    pos­si­ble. A guy who could run as fast as a car could be any­thing he want­ed to be.




    Re­mo Williams sat in the dark­ness of the ho­tel room which to his eyes was not dark­ness

    at all, but a kind of twi­light.




    It was some­thing he did not even think about any­more, this pow­er of sight, but sim­ply

    al­lowed his eyes to ad­just to the dark­ness. Un­like or­di­nary eyes, the pupils did not

    sim­ply di­late to catch all the avail­able light; it was some­thing more. Chi­un had once

    called the phe­nomenon “fish­ing for light.” Some­how, in a way Re­mo was trained to achieve

    but nev­er to un­der­stand, his eyes fished for the light and even in ut­ter pitch dark­ness,

    he was able to see.




    Re­mo won­dered if it was a tal­ent that had been in all men back in the days be­fore

    ar­ti­fi­cial light, be­fore camp­fires and can­dles, when man’s ear­li­est an­ces­tors had to

    hunt by moon­light, and some­times, with­out even moon­light. Re­mo did not know; he on­ly knew

    he had the pow­er to do it.




    Thanks to Chi­un.




    His feel­ings to­ward his teach­er, as he sat in the dark­ness that was not dark­ness, were

    con­fused.




    Chi­un had al­ways done what was best for Re­mo, ex­cept when Sinan­ju came first. That was

    un­der­stood be­tween them. Sinan­ju was the cen­ter of Chi­un’s per­son­al uni­verse.




    But this was dif­fer­ent. Chi­un-​Smith, too-​had hid­den from Re­mo the truth about his

    fa­ther. It was hard to take and even hard­er to un­der­stand.




    It was all hard. Re­mo had not thought of his par­ents for years. They had been no part of

    his child­hood, much less his adult life. They were sim­ply an ab­stract con­cept be­cause

    ev­ery­one had par­ents at one time and Re­mo just as­sumed that his were dead.




    Once, well in­to his Sinan­ju train­ing, Re­mo dis­cov­ered he could tap in­to his

    ear­ly-​life mem­ories, call­ing them up the way Smith called up in­for­ma­tion on his

    com­put­ers. So he sat down one day to call up the faces of the par­ents he must have seen when

    he was an un­com­pre­hend­ing in­fant.




    Chi­un had found him seat­ed in a lo­tus po­si­tion, eyes closed in con­cen­tra­tion.




    “What new way have you found to waste time?” Chi­un had asked.




    “I’m not wast­ing time. I’m call­ing up mem­ories.”




    “He who lives in the past has no fu­ture,” Chi­un had said.




    “That’s not re­al con­vinc­ing from some­body who can re­cite what ev­ery Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju liked to eat for break­fast. All the way back to the pharaohs.”




    “That is not the past. That is his­to­ry,” Chi­un had sniffed.




    “Says you. Now would you mind? I’m try­ing to sum­mon up the faces of my par­ents.”




    “You do not wish to see them.”




    “Why do you say that?” Re­mo asked.




    “Be­cause I know,” Chi­un had said.




    “No, you don’t. You can’t pos­si­bly know. You knew your par­ents, your grand­par­ents, all

    your fore­bears. I know noth­ing about mine.”




    “That is be­cause they are not worth know­ing,” Chi­un had said.




    “Why is that?”




    “They are not worth know­ing be­cause they were white,” said Chi­un.




    “Hah!” Re­mo shot back. “I’ve got you there. All the time you’re try­ing to con­vince me I’m

    part Ko­re­an, just to jus­ti­fy your giv­ing Sinan­ju to a white. Now you’re chang­ing your

    tune.”




    “I am not chang­ing my tune. You are chang­ing your hear­ing. You are not white, but your

    par­ents were. Some­where in your past, over­whelmed by gen­er­ations of di­lut­ing mat­ing

    with non-​Ko­re­ans, there is a drop of proud Ko­re­an blood. Per­haps two drops. Those are the

    drops that I train. It is my mis­for­tune that the white bag­gage has to come along with

    them.”




    “Even if my par­ents were white,” Re­mo had said, “that doesn’t make them not worth

    know­ing.”




    Chi­un said loud­ly, “They are not worth know­ing be­cause they thought so lit­tle of you

    that they left you on a doorstep. “




    Chi­un had stalked off and Re­mo closed his eyes again but he was not able to re­call his

    par­ent’s faces. A mo­ment be­fore, he had been all the way back in­to his ear­ly days at St.

    There­sa’s Or­phan­age, and was sure that in an­oth­er minute, he would have his par­ents in

    his mind. But not now. Chi­un had ru­ined it with his re­mark and he won­dered if Chi­un had

    been right. Af­ter that fail­ure, Re­mo nev­er tried to sum­mon up those in­fant’s mem­ories

    again.




    And now that he had found his fa­ther, alive and not dead, Re­mo won­dered if it would have

    been bet­ter to have left the past alone, as Chi­un had said. Be­cause now Re­mo could trust

    nei­ther Smith nor Chi­un. Both had be­trayed him and while he could have ex­pect­ed it from

    Smith, he felt be­wil­dered about Chi­un’s re­ac­tion.




    Re­mo knew he had now lost a fa­ther who was not re­al­ly his fa­ther, and he had gained one

    who was, but who didn’t seem like it.




    Maybe when we get to know each oth­er. Maybe then it will feel right, he told him­self.

    Maybe it will feel like it did be­tween me and Chi­un. But even as he thought that, he knew it

    would nev­er be. Be­tween Re­mo and Chi­un, there had been more than a re­la­tion­ship of

    hu­man be­ings; there had al­so been Sinan­ju. And now it was no more.




    Re­mo did not know what Chi­un would do next. But he knew Smith’s next move. Smith would

    or­der Chi­un to find Re­mo and re­turn him to Fol­croft and if Re­mo re­fused, Smith would

    or­der his death. Smith would not hes­itate. It was his job nev­er to hes­itate when CURE’s

    se­cu­ri­ty was con­cerned.




    But what would Chi­un do when he was giv­en such an or­der? And what would Re­mo do if

    Chi­un came to kill him?




    Oth­ers who had seen their fight on the roof might have been fooled, but Re­mo was not. Both

    he and Chi­un had pulled their blows, mak­ing sure not to try to hurt the oth­er. The re­sult

    had been a long styl­ized kung-​fu match, the kind seen in Chi­na­town movies. But Sinan­ju

    wasn’t like that. Sinan­ju was econ­omy. Nev­er use two blows where one would do. Nev­er fight

    for two min­utes when the job could be ac­com­plished in two sec­onds.




    Nei­ther of the men had tried to hurt the oth­er. But that might not be the case the next

    time they met. And Re­mo did not know what he would do.




    So he wait­ed alone in the dark­ness. A dream had come true in his life, but he knew a

    greater night­mare was about to be­gin.


  




  

    Chapter 19




    The Dy­nacar was wait­ing for him at the land­fill on the De­troit Riv­er.




    As the gun­man got out of his car, he thought that it was ap­pro­pri­ate that the car that

    ran on garbage should be here, sur­round­ed by build­ing-​high mounds of garbage.




    “I’m here,” he said to the opaque win­dows of the Dy­nacar.




    “I can see you,” the un­seen man be­hind the wheel said. “Mil­lis didn’t die.”




    “He’s in a co­ma. He may not be dead but he sure ain’t mov­ing, ei­ther,” the gun­man

    said.




    “I want­ed him dead.”




    “And he would have been if I was al­lowed to pop him in the head.”




    “I told you be­fore-“




    “I know,” the gun­man said. “No head shots.”




    “I still want him dead.”




    “Hey. They’ve got guards on him around the clock. Let’s let things cool down and then I’ll

    fin­ish him.”




    “Fin­ish him now,” said the voice from in­side the car.




    “Why not Laval­lette? I can get him next, then fin­ish Mil­lis.”




    “There’s time enough to get Laval­lette. He’s mak­ing a mil­lion pub­lic ap­pear­ances with

    his new car and he’ll be easy. But I want Mil­lis dead now.”




    “Suit your­self, but hit­ting a guy sur­round­ed by cops isn’t as easy as it might

    sound.”




    “Mil­lis next. Then Laval­lette.”




    “What about Rev­ell?” the gun­man asked.




    “I don’t think we’ll have to both­er with him.”




    “There’s an­oth­er prob­lem,” the gun­man said.




    “There’s al­ways an­oth­er prob­lem with you. When I hired you, I thought I was get­ting the

    best.”




    “I am the best,” the gun­man said cold­ly. “So what’s the prob­lem?”




    “The old Ori­en­tal. The one at the Dy­nacar demon­stra­tion. He showed up at the Mil­lis

    hit.”




    “So what?”




    “I think he works for the gov­ern­ment,” the gun­man said.




    “Doesn’t mat­ter to me. If he gets in the way, get him out of the way. Per­ma­nent­ly.

    Any­thing else?”




    “No. I guess not.”




    “All right,” said the voice from in­side the car. “I’ll pay for the Mil­lis hit when it’s

    done.”




    And the Dy­nacar silent­ly moved out of the dump­ing ground like a black ghost on

    wheels.




    The gun­man got back in­to his car. It was too chancy for him to go af­ter Mil­lis. The

    au­tomak­er would be sur­round­ed by guards. But there was an­oth­er way per­haps.




    He lit an­oth­er cigarette as he thought it over.




    And he al­so thought that it would be very in­ter­est­ing when it came time for him to go

    af­ter Lyle Laval­lette again. Very in­ter­est­ing in­deed.


  




  

    Chapter 20




    There was no longer any doubt in Smith’s mind. The uniden­ti­fied wom­an who had been killed

    at the grave of Re­mo Williams was Re­mo’s moth­er. And her killer-​the same man who was

    run­ning amok in De­troit-​was Re­mo’s fa­ther.




    There was no oth­er ex­pla­na­tion. As Smith had rea­soned it out, it must have been a

    fam­ily ar­gu­ment and prob­ably the on­ly close rel­ative the dead wom­an had was the

    hus­band, her killer. That ex­plained why no one had re­port­ed her miss­ing to po­lice.




    Smith still did not un­der­stand how, af­ter so many years, the par­ents had found Re­mo’s

    grave. They had nev­er at­tempt­ed to con­tact Re­mo in all the years he was a ward at St.

    There­sa’s Or­phan­age. They had kept their dis­tance dur­ing Re­mo’s tour of du­ty in Viet­nam

    and dur­ing his years as a Newark beat pa­trol­man.




    But some­how, lat­er, they had ac­com­plished what Smith had long as­sumed was

    im­pos­si­ble. They had found their son, or, more pre­cise­ly, they had found the grave that

    they be­lieved con­tained their son’s body.




    But now Re­mo was re­al­ly dead. And his fa­ther was slaugh­ter­ing the heads of De­troit’s

    au­to­mo­tive in­dus­try. Even with all the pieces in place, it still made no re­al sense to

    Smith. And there were still loose ends.




    An ex­haus­tive records search had turned up no Re­mo Williams Se­nior liv­ing any­where in

    the Unit­ed States. Smith still did not have a name for the wom­an who must have been Re­mo’s

    moth­er. The wom­an’s morgue shot, cir­cu­lat­ed na­tion­wide af­ter Smith pulled some

    be­hind-​the-​scenes strings, had yet to bring forth any­one who knew the wom­an.




    Where had the cou­ple been liv­ing all these years? Smith won­dered. In an­oth­er coun­try?

    Un­der as­sumed names? On the moon?




    What­ev­er the truth was, Smith had made a mis­take many years ago. The mis­take was in

    se­lect­ing Re­mo Williams to be the man who did not ex­ist. Smith had done it, sup­pos­ing

    Re­mo to be a man with­out a past, but he had had a past and now that past had caught up with

    him. It had caught up with all of them.




    Even with most of the an­swers in front of him, Smith won­dered about the loose ends. He

    would look in­to them. But that would have to wait. First, there was still the De­troit

    mat­ter.




    Drake Man­gan was dead and Hu­bert Mil­lis was near death in a hos­pi­tal. Con­fi­den­tial

    re­ports said that James Rev­ell had gone out of the coun­try. That left Lyle Laval­lette and

    the more Smith thought of it, the more sure he was that the gun­man would be back to fin­ish

    the job on Laval­lette.




    Per­haps not, if Smith could help it.




    Re­mo was gone, but there was still Chi­un. Smith picked up the tele­phone.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was pack­ing his steam­er trunks when the phone rang and he

    an­swered it in the mid­dle of its first ring.




    Smith’s voice crack­led over the line. “Chi­un?”




    “Hail, Em­per­or Smith,” Chi­un said. It was his cus­tom­ary greet­ing but its de­liv­ery

    was any­thing but cus­tom­ary be­cause the voice sound­ed bar­ren and tired and Smith

    re­al­ized he should pro­ceed cau­tious­ly.




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, I know how you must be feel­ing at a time like this,” he said.




    “Hah! No man can know. No man who is not the blood of my blood.”




    “All right, then. I don’t know. But just be­cause Re­mo is gone, it doesn’t mean that the

    world stops. We still have a mis­sion.”




    “You have a mis­sion,” said Chi­un, fold­ing the last of his sleep­ing robes and gen­tly

    pack­ing it in the fi­nal open trunk.




    “Let me re­mind you, Chi­un,” Smith said stern­ly, “that we have sa­cred con­tracts. One

    stip­ula­tion of our con­tract is that in the event of in­jury, in­ca­pac­ita­tion, or the

    death of your pupil, you, as his train­er, are ob­li­gat­ed to ren­der what­ev­er ser­vice is

    nec­es­sary to dis­pose of un­fin­ished busi­ness. This De­troit mat­ter comes un­der that

    obli­ga­tion.”




    “Do not speak to me of obli­ga­tions,” Chi­un hissed. “All whites are un­grate­ful. I gave

    Re­mo what no white has ev­er be­fore achieved, and I gave you the use of Re­mo. And what have

    I to show for all my sac­ri­fices? Obli­ga­tions!”




    “You have been well paid. In gold. You are a rich man. Your vil­lage is rich.”




    “I am a poor man,” snapped Chi­un, “for I have no son, no heirs. My vil­lage eats, yes. But

    will their chil­dren eat, or their grand­chil­dren, af­ter I am gone and there is none to take

    my place?”




    Smith re­sist­ed the urge to re­mind Chi­un that the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment had shipped

    enough gold to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju to feed its en­tire pop­ula­tion well, for the next

    mil­len­ni­um. In­stead, he said, “I’ve al­ways un­der­stood that a Sinan­ju con­tract is

    un­break­able. And that the word of Sinan­ju is in­vi­olate.”




    Smith felt strange throw­ing back Chi­un’s own ar­gu­ments at him, but it worked. Chi­un was

    silent for a mo­ment. In his ho­tel room, Chi­un felt some­thing hard un­der the sleep­ing robe

    he had just packed away and reached for it. It was a silken pouch con­tain­ing the shard of

    speck­led gray rock, the rock of the Mas­ter Shang, the rock which Sinan­ju tra­di­tion said

    Mas­ter Shang had tak­en from the moun­tains of the moon.




    Heft­ing the rock in his hand, Chi­un re­mem­bered the les­son of Shang and, his voice clear

    again, he said to Smith, “What would you have me do?”




    “I knew I could count on you, Chi­un,” said Smith, who knew no such thing.




    “This killer who goes by Re­mo’s name,” Smith said. “My be­lief is that he will next at­tack

    Lyle Laval­lette of Dy­nacar In­dus­tries.”




    “I will go to this car­riage­mak­er. I will pro­tect him. This time there will be no

    ex­cus­es from Sinan­ju.”




    “Don’t just pro­tect him, Chi­un. Stay with him. Ask him ques­tions. We still don’t know why

    those au­to men are tar­gets for as­sas­si­na­tion and I don’t be­lieve it has any­thing to do

    with en­vi­ron­men­tal protests. Maybe there is some com­mon link be­tween them all, oth­er

    than their busi­ness, that you can find out. Any­thing would be help­ful. And if the killer

    shows up again, take him alive if pos­si­ble. We’ve got to know if he’s do­ing this for

    per­son­al rea­sons or if he’s in some­one’s em­ploy.”




    “I un­der­stand. I will pro­tect the car­riage­mak­er. And I will find out what he knows.

    Which, of course, is very lit­tle be­cause he is a white and an Amer­ican be­sides.”




    Smith ig­nored the re­mark. He paused a mo­ment, then said, “Would you tell me how Re­mo

    died? Do you mind talk­ing about it?”




    “He fell in­to bad com­pa­ny,” Chi­un said.




    Smith wait­ed but the old man spoke no more. Fi­nal­ly, the CURE di­rec­tor cleared his

    throat and said, “Well, okay, Chi­un. Com­mu­ni­cate with me as soon as you have some­thing.

    “




    “I have some­thing now,” said Chi­un. “I have the in­grat­itude of whites. It is a larg­er

    thing than any Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has ev­er had be­fore.”




    He hung up and at Fol­croft, Smith thought that the bit­ter­ness Chi­un felt to­ward Re­mo

    was strange. He would have thought Chi­un would be racked by sor­row, but there was no sign of

    it. Still, you could nev­er tell about Chi­un and Smith forced it out of his mind and turned

    his at­ten­tion back to the loose ends sur­round­ing the mur­der at the grave of Re­mo

    Williams. Even at this crit­ical time, in the last few hours that CURE might con­tin­ue to

    ex­ist, those loose ends ate away at him.


  




  

    Chapter 21




    “So what have you been do­ing all your life, kid?” the gun­man asked af­ter the cock­tail

    wait­ress had brought them drinks. They were in a qui­et cor­ner of the best restau­rant in

    De­troit. The light­ing was dim and there was a view of the down­town area through the

    spa­cious win­dows. By night, the dirt was for­got­ten and De­troit looked like a city carved

    from ebony and set with jew­els of light.




    “I’ve been work­ing for the gov­ern­ment,” Re­mo an­swered af­ter a pause. He felt

    un­com­fort­able talk­ing about his work.




    “Come on. You’ve got to lev­el with your old man. Be­fore, you told me you were in the same

    line as me,” the gun­man said.




    “I am. For the gov­ern­ment, sort of.”




    “I get it. Se­cret stuff, huh?”




    “Right,” Re­mo said. “Se­cret stuff.”




    “Well, tell me about it. And drink up. That’s good bour­bon.”




    “I can’t,” Re­mo said.




    “You can’t tell your own fa­ther what you’ve been do­ing for a liv­ing all these years?” the

    gun­man said.




    “I can’t tell you that ei­ther,” Re­mo said. He pushed the tum­bler of brown­ish flu­id away

    from him. Even the smell both­ered him. “What I meant was, I can’t drink this stuff. “




    “That’s the way it goes. Name your own poi­son,” the gun­man said. He looked around for a

    cock­tail wait­ress.




    “I can’t drink any­thing.”




    “Jeez, my son, the tee­to­taler. Is that what you’re telling me, Re­mo?”




    “My sys­tem won’t han­dle al­co­hol,” Re­mo said.




    “You got some­thing wrong with you?”




    Re­mo sti­fled a laugh. It wasn’t that there was any­thing wrong with his sys­tem. It was

    just the op­po­site. He was such a fine­ly tuned hu­man ma­chine, thanks to Sinan­ju, that like

    a rac­ing-​car en­gine, the wrong mix­ture in the fu­el tank would throw his per­for­mance off.

    In some cas­es, as with al­co­hol, it could have se­ri­ous or fa­tal ef­fects.




    “What are you smil­ing about?” the gun­man asked.




    “Just think­ing of Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “He said we’re fun­ny peo­ple be­cause we eat the

    meat of dead cows and we drink the juice of ran­cid grass.”




    “For­get Chi­un,” the gun­man said.




    “What I mean was I can’t drink stuff like this. It screws me up.”




    The gun­man took a healthy sip of his own drink. “If you ask me, a man who doesn’t drink is

    al­ready screwed up.”




    Re­mo was silent. The man across the ta­ble from him was a stranger. He kept look­ing in­to

    the old­er man’s face, look­ing for some­thing, a flash of recog­ni­tion, a long dor­mant

    mem­ory, a hint of a shared ex­pe­ri­ence, but there was noth­ing. Re­mo was con­fused and sad

    and more than a lit­tle un­easy. In an­oth­er time and place, he and this man could have been

    en­emies, and over the years for CURE, Re­mo had killed hun­dreds of pro­fes­sion­al hit men.

    But for cir­cum­stances, he might have killed the man who sat across from him with­out

    hes­ita­tion, nev­er dream­ing that the tar­get might be his own fa­ther.




    The wait­ress came back and asked for their or­der.




    “Prime rib. Bloody rare. Mashed pota­toes. Any green veg­etable’s okay.”




    Re­mo said, “I’ll have rice. Steamed.”




    When Re­mo did not add any­thing else to his or­der, the wait­ress said, “And?”




    “No ‘and.’ That’s it. Just the rice. And a glass of bot­tled wa­ter, please.”




    “Yes, sir,” the wait­ress said du­bi­ous­ly, tak­ing away their menus.




    “Rice?” the gun­man said, “Just rice?”




    “I’m on a spe­cial di­et.”




    “Skip it for just one night. How of­ten is it you find your fa­ther? Isn’t that rea­son to

    cel­ebrate? Have a steak.”




    “I can’t,” Re­mo said




    “Those nuns re­al­ly did a job on you,” the old­er man sighed. “Or maybe it was hang­ing

    around with that old Chi­nese char­ac­ter?”




    He quick­ly changed the tone of his voice when he saw the look that came in­to Re­mo’s eyes.

    It scared him and he re­mind­ed him­self to go light on that sub­ject in the fu­ture. Or there

    might not be any fu­ture.




    “Okay, suit your­self,” the gun­man said. “I want to talk to you about some­thing.”




    “You nev­er told me where I was born,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly.




    “You nev­er asked. Jer­sey City.”




    “I grew up in Newark,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s where I worked. We moved there.”




    “What oth­er rel­atives do I have?” Re­mo said.




    The gun­man shook his head. “Just me. I was an on­ly child and so was your moth­er. Both our

    par­ents are dead. You’ve got no­body else but me. Lis­ten to me, now. This is

    im­por­tant.”




    “I’m lis­ten­ing,” Re­mo said, but he was think­ing of Chi­un. The old Ko­re­an had, through

    the leg­ends and his­to­ry of Sinan­ju, giv­en Re­mo more fam­ily than this man, his own

    fa­ther, had. He won­dered what Chi­un was do­ing right at that mo­ment.




    The gun­man said, “Be­fore, up on that roof, you told me you were a pro­fes­sion­al. Okay.

    I’m not go­ing to ask you who you worked for or any­thing like that. I just want to know if you

    were straight with me when you said that.”




    “I was straight,” Re­mo said.




    “Okay. I be­lieve you. Now lis­ten to your old man. That guy I clipped. Mil­lis. He didn’t

    die.”




    “No?”




    “No. And that means I don’t get paid.”




    “Right,” Re­mo said.




    “That means I got­ta fin­ish him.”




    “Why don’t we just for­get him and leave town?” Re­mo said. “We can try some oth­er place.

    Maybe some oth­er coun­try. Get to know each oth­er.”




    “Look. I got­ta fin­ish him. And the way I see it, if you hadn’t been screw­ing around on

    the roof, I would have got­ten a clear shot and he would have been his­to­ry.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Sor­ry,” he said.




    “That doesn’t cut it. I’ve got a rep­uta­tion to main­tain and this is go­ing to hurt it.

    I’m not a rich guy. I need to work from time to time.”




    “I said I was sor­ry.”




    “I ac­cept that,” the gun­man said. “But what are you go­ing to do about it, son?”




    “Do about what?” Re­mo said, who was get­ting an idea of what the old­er man was hint­ing

    at. The thoughts of Chi­un fled from his mind.




    “I mean that you owe me, Re­mo. You owe your old man for screw­ing up his hit and I want you

    to take care of Mil­lis for me.”




    “I can’t do that,” Re­mo said.




    “Can’t? Ev­ery­thing I’m hear­ing from you tonight is can’t. I can’t drink, Dad. I can’t

    eat, Dad. That one word is se­ri­ous­ly go­ing to jeop­ar­dize our re­la­tion­ship, son.” Re­mo

    looked down at the ta­ble and the gun­man said, “Mil­lis is in a co­ma. It should be easy. I’ll

    even loan you my best piece.”




    Re­mo’s an­swer was a growl. “I don’t need a weapon to take some­body out. “




    “No, I guess you don’t,” the old­er man said and lit a cigarette. “Then it’s set­tled?”




    “This isn’t right,” Re­mo said.




    “I know you’ve killed for the gov­ern­ment. You told me that. I’m just ask­ing for my due.

    If you can work for them, you can work for me. Do it or take your ‘can’ts’ and get out of my

    life.” The gun­man set him­self. If the kid was go­ing to turn on him, it would be now.




    “It isn’t right,” Re­mo said hol­low­ly, as if he had not heard the oth­er man speak. “I

    killed for my coun­try in Viet­nam. I killed for Chi­un and for Smith … for the gov­ern­ment.

    And now you. It isn’t right that we meet and you tell me to go kill some­body for you. That’s

    not what a fa­ther’s sup­posed to be.”




    The old­er man re­laxed and his tone grew sym­pa­thet­ic. “It’s the breaks, kid. You’ve got

    to go with the flow. For you, the choice is buy or fly. What’s it go­ing to be?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “We’ll see.” He looked up as the wait­ress brought their

    food.




    “Sure we will, son,” said the gun­man. “Sure we will. You sure you don’t want some of my

    prime rib?”


  




  

    Chapter 22




    He had nev­er been to Wild­wood Ceme­tery.




    More than a decade be­fore, Smith had ar­ranged for a man to be buried in the grave that

    bore the name of Re­mo Williams. He had made the fu­ner­al ar­range­ments, or­dered the

    head­stone, and bought the ceme­tery plot. He had even ar­ranged for the body that went in­to

    the grave. It was not Re­mo’s body but that of some home­less derelict whom no one would ev­er

    miss. Smith had known the derelict’s name once but he had long since for­got­ten it. That man

    had had no fam­ily, ei­ther. And there was no CURE record of the per­son.




    And dur­ing all that he had nev­er vis­it­ed the ceme­tery and now, as he stood over the

    grave marked “Re­mo Williams,” Smith felt the rush of emo­tion that he had ig­nored for more

    than ten years.




    Smith did not cry, not out­ward­ly. But what he felt was a wave of stran­gling feel­ings. He

    had picked a po­lice­man, a cop with a clean but undis­tin­guished record, and ar­ranged for

    his ru­in. Overnight, Re­mo Williams had gone from be­ing a re­spect­ed po­lice­man to a man on

    tri­al for his life. Smith had rigged it all-​the drug push­er who had been found beat­en to

    death in an al­ley, Re­mo’s badge con­ve­nient­ly next to the body. And he had set it up so it

    took place at a time when Re­mo would have no al­ibi.




    He had not had to bribe the judge who sen­tenced Re­mo to the elec­tric chair in the New

    Jer­sey state prison, al­though he would have done that if nec­es­sary.




    And fi­nal­ly he had made the nec­es­sary ar­range­ments so that the elec­tric chair was

    rigged and Re­mo Williams sur­vived it and came in­to the em­ploy of CURE and in­to the care of

    Chi­un, the lat­est Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Not once in all the years had Smith al­lowed him­self a mo­ment of re­morse over what he had

    done, but now that Re­mo was dead, it all flood­ed in­to his mind.




    Still, no tears came. It was too late for tears just as it was too late for Re­mo. It was

    prob­ably too late for CURE too.




    Re­mo’s grave stood in the shade of a dy­ing oak tree, half its limbs gray and bare and

    with­out leaves. It was the most util­itar­ian grave Smith had ev­er seen, a square of gran­ite

    marked with a cross and Re­mo’s name and no more. Smith had or­dered the head­stone from a

    cat­alog and, to save costs as much as a se­cu­ri­ty mea­sure, had or­dered the stone­cut­ter

    to leave off the dates of birth and death.




    Grass grew un­cut around the grave. Groundskeep­ing was not a high pri­or­ity at Wild­wood,

    which was one of the rea­sons Smith had cho­sen it. Wild­wood was a small bury­ing ground,

    tucked away in a sel­dom-​vis­it­ed area out­side Newark, hid­den in woods and sur­round­ed on

    all sides by a wrought-​iron fence which was in the fi­nal stages of col­lapse. Wild­wood got

    few vis­itors.




    Re­mo’s grave was not alone. There was one on ei­ther side, spaced close­ly to­geth­er. On

    one side, an old­er stone bore the name D. Colt. On the oth­er, there was a larg­er stone

    bear­ing the fam­ily name De­Fu­ria, and the names of sev­er­al gen­er­ations of De­Fu­rias who

    had been in­terred in the ground around it.




    Smith tried to re­con­struct the mur­der of the anony­mous wom­an in his mind. He stood

    where he knew she must have stood. He imag­ined the di­rec­tion from which the bul­lets had

    come and tried to cal­cu­late the im­pact. He saw where the flow­ers she held in her hands had

    fall­en.




    It all seemed rea­son­able enough, but still some­thing did not make sense. Why hadn’t she

    vis­it­ed the grave be­fore all this? And how had she found Re­mo af­ter all these years, even

    in death?




    Those both­er­some ques­tions, more than any­thing else, had brought Smith to Wild­wood and,

    stand­ing over Re­mo’s grave, they both­ered him even more.




    Smith took out a spi­ral notepad and jot­ted down the names on the stones on ei­ther side of

    Re­mo’s grave and made a note to ask Chi­un where Re­mo’s re­al body was. Per­haps he could

    ar­range for Re­mo’s buri­al here at Wild­wood. This time for re­al. He owed Re­mo that much,

    at least.




    And then he walked out of the ceme­tery.




    He did not look back. It was too late for look­ing back.


  




  

    Chapter 23




    When the gun­man told him that the hos­pi­tal might be a tough place to pen­etrate, Re­mo

    con­sid­ered telling him what he knew: that a hos­pi­tal is not a fortress, not de­signed to

    keep peo­ple ei­ther in or out. It is just a hos­pi­tal, a place where sick peo­ple go to

    be­come well, and one could put a thou­sand guards around a hos­pi­tal and its se­cu­ri­ty

    would still leak like a sieve.




    But he de­cid­ed to say noth­ing; the old­er man would not un­der­stand.




    He slipped out of the car as the gun­man slowed down along the John C. Lodge Free­way in the

    cen­ter of De­troit. As the door closed be­hind him, Re­mo heard the gun­man say, “Give ‘em

    hell for your old man, kid.”




    The car sped off and Re­mo vault­ed the re­tain­ing wall along the edge of the free­way and

    made for the hos­pi­tal grounds. Re­mo wore black and in the dark­ness of the night, he was a

    silent thing that moved from tree to bush, from bush to car as he worked to­ward the

    hos­pi­tal’s park­ing lot.




    The hos­pi­tal it­self was a large com­plex and in the ar­ti­fi­cial light of the ground

    floods, the main build­ing ap­peared bone white and cold.




    Re­mo slipped past idly pa­trolling se­cu­ri­ty guards. He had not ex­pect­ed any trou­ble

    from them. If there was trou­ble, it would come on the floor where Hu­bert Mil­lis, pres­ident

    of Amer­ican Au­tos, lay in a co­ma.




    Once he got to the big en­trance doors, Re­mo rose from his crouch­ing walk and saun­tered

    in­to the lob­by as if he were de­liv­er­ing cof­fee and Dan­ish.




    A brassy-​look­ing nurse stood be­hind a re­cep­tion desk, mak­ing marks on a

    clip­board.




    “Yes, sir,” she asked Re­mo.




    “What floor is Mr. Mil­lis on, please?”




    “Vis­it­ing hours are from three to five p.m.,” she said




    “That isn’t what I asked,” Re­mo said pleas­ant­ly.




    “And vis­it­ing is re­strict­ed to im­me­di­ate fam­ily.”




    “I didn’t ask that ei­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Are you a rel­ative?” the nurse asked.




    “Just part of the fam­ily of man,” Re­mo said. He no­ticed the clip­board and reached across

    the desk to snatch it up.




    “Give that back,” the nurse snapped.




    Re­mo found Mil­lis’ name and the room num­ber 12-D. That meant the twelfth floor. Or did it

    mean D ward? “Where’s the D ward?” Re­mo asked.




    “There is no D ward,” the nurse said huffi­ly.




    Re­mo hand­ed her the clip­board back. “Much obliged,” he said. Good. It would be a lot

    eas­ier to get to the twelfth floor than to spend his night hunt­ing ev­ery­where for some

    frig­ging D ward.




    “Guard!” the nurse yelled.




    “Now you’ve done it,” Re­mo said when a uni­formed se­cu­ri­ty guard came around the

    cor­ner.




    “What is it?” the guard de­mand­ed, a hand hov­er­ing near the butt of his hol­stered

    re­volver.




    “This man is ask­ing ques­tions about the pa­tient in 12-D,” she said.




    “What’s your prob­lem, bud­dy?” the guard asked.




    “No prob­lem,” Re­mo said breezi­ly. “I was just leav­ing.”




    “I’ll walk you out,” the guard said.




    “Fine. I love com­pa­ny,” Re­mo said.




    His hand on his weapon, the guard fol­lowed Re­mo in­to the cool evening. He was torn

    be­tween call­ing for help on his walkie-​talkie and cuff­ing the in­trud­er on gen­er­al

    prin­ci­ples, but the man had not re­al­ly done any­thing wrong. He had sim­ply asked some

    ques­tions about the pa­tient in room 12-D, which the guard knew was un­der twen­ty-​four-​hour

    watch by a team of FBI agents.




    The FBI agents had snubbed the guard when he of­fered to help them.




    “Just stick to your post, old-​timer,” the FBI team lead­er had said. They had giv­en him no

    spe­cif­ic in­struc­tions so now he was not sure what to do with the skin­ny guy in black.




    And then the ques­tion be­came aca­dem­ic be­cause sud­den­ly Re­mo was no longer there.




    He had been stand­ing along­side the guard and now he was not there and the guard did a

    360-de­gree turn, saw noth­ing, and then moved over to­ward the bush­es along­side the front

    door. All he saw were shad­ows but they were fun­ny shad­ows, dark­er than most, and they

    seemed to be mov­ing, and then he was sure, they were mov­ing, but it was too late then

    be­cause slow­ly he slipped in­to un­con­scious­ness.




    Re­mo caught the guard af­ter he re­leased his oxy­gen-​block­ing hold on the man’s neck. He

    car­ried him as eas­ily as if he were a child to a near­by parked car, popped the lock with a

    fin­ger, and put the man be­hind the wheel, where he would awak­en, hours lat­er, not ex­act­ly

    sure what had hap­pened to him.




    By that time, Re­mo ex­pect­ed to be gone.




    The face of the hos­pi­tal build­ing was sheer, with­out hand­holds, but there were

    win­dows, and Re­mo hopped light­ly up on­to a ground-​floor win­dow ledge. From there, he

    reached the sec­ond-​floor win­dow, and in that fash­ion, us­ing the win­dows as rungs in a

    lad­der that was the hos­pi­tal it­self, Re­mo start­ed up­ward. To any­one watch­ing it would

    have seemed easy and for Re­mo it was. Sev­er­al of the win­dows he reached were open or

    spilling light and be­cause his ap­proach de­pend­ed on stealth, Re­mo worked side­ways a

    win­dow or two be­fore he could re­sume climb­ing again. It was like play­ing check­ers against

    the hos­pi­tal wall, with the win­dows as the squares and Re­mo as the on­ly mov­ing piece.




    He passed the twelfth floor and on the lev­el above, he scored the glass of a dark­ened

    win­dow with his fin­ger­nail and pushed hard on the cir­cle he had made.




    The cir­cle turned and Re­mo grabbed an edge that swung out­ward and pulled. Sound­less­ly,

    the ring of glass hung free in his hand and Re­mo flipped it off to the side like a Fris­bee.

    It zipped across the park­ing lot and em­bed­ded it­self in the side of a tree, the way a

    sin­gle straw can be driv­en in­to wood by a tor­na­do’s wind.




    Re­mo reached an arm through the hole and silent­ly un­locked the win­dow. His eyes

    au­to­mat­ical­ly ad­just­ed to the dark­ness of the room as he slipped in­side. It was a

    sick­room, not in use. There were two beds and the room reeked of the hos­pi­tal smell that was

    nine­ty per­cent chem­ical dis­in­fec­tant and ten per­cent the scent of sick­ness and

    de­spair.




    Re­mo pulled a sheet from one of the beds and ripped it sev­er­al times. When he was done,

    he pulled it over his head. It looked sort of like a hos­pi­tal pa­tient’s gown, if one did not

    look too hard. Re­mo kicked off his shoes. Be­ing bare­foot might help him pass as a

    pa­tient.




    No one gave him a sec­ond glance in the hos­pi­tal cor­ri­dor and at the near­est ex­it,

    Re­mo found a stair­well down to the twelfth floor.




    He start­ed down, still not sure what he was go­ing to do when he got there.




    FBI Field Agent Lester Tringle nev­er for­got the ad­vice he had giv­en in the FBI train­ing

    acade­my: “Al­ways ex­pect trou­ble. Then, if it comes, you’re pre­pared.”




    So even now, on this piece-​of-​cake de­tail guard­ing a man in a co­ma, Tringle was ready

    for trou­ble. He stood out­side Room 12-D, cradling in his hands a short-​snout­ed ma­chine

    pis­tol with a com­pli­cat­ed tele­scope and box ar­range­ment on top.




    Per­son­al­ly, Tringle had no lit­tle re­gard for the laser-​sight­ed ar­ma­ment. He was a

    crack shot and felt he did not need any fan­cy gad­getry, but his area su­per­vi­sor had

    in­sist­ed. The White House con­sid­ered Hu­bert Mil­lis’ sur­vival a high na­tion­al

    pri­or­ity-​not so much be­cause of who he was as be­cause so many au­to man­ufac­tur­ers had

    been at­tacked late­ly. It looked bad for Amer­ica if one crazed gun­man could pick off the

    heads of the coun­try’s au­to in­dus­try with im­puni­ty.




    Crazy stuff, thought Lester Tringle, and even cra­zier that the gun­man had writ­ten that

    let­ter to the pa­per and then signed his name, Re­mo Williams, at a guest reg­is­ter at one of

    the shoot­ing sites.




    He did not ex­pect him to try to storm the hos­pi­tal, but if he did come, Tringle would be

    ready and so he had re­lin­quished his sidearm for a ma­chine pis­tol that could fire over one

    thou­sand rounds a minute along a beam of red laser light.




    There was one big ben­efit to laser-​sight­ed weapons when a man worked in a team as Tringle

    was do­ing tonight. It made it a lot less like­ly that you’d be shot by your own team­mate,

    be­cause the lasers made a marks­man near­ly in­fal­li­ble. You just touched the trig­ger

    light­ly and the beam shot out. A red dot, no big­ger than a dime and vis­ible un­der day or

    night con­di­tions, ap­peared on the tar­get. If the red dot ap­peared over a man’s heart, you

    could bet a year’s salary that when you pulled the trig­ger all the way, the bul­lets went

    where the dot was. That meant a lot few­er in­no­cent by­standers and oth­er agents shot, and

    for Lester Tringle, who planned to live long enough to col­lect his pen­sion and open a tav­ern

    in Key West, Flori­da, that was im­por­tant. And he al­ways con­ced­ed that the laser was

    es­pe­cial­ly use­ful with a ma­chine gun be­cause the wild spray of bul­lets from a ma­chine

    weapon could do enor­mous dam­age if it went where it wasn’t sup­posed to go.




    Tringle pushed away from the wall where he was lean­ing when he heard a sound from down the

    cor­ri­dor that sound­ed like the burp of au­to­mat­ic-​weapon fire.




    The sound died al­most as soon as it start­ed, which was strange, for even the short­est

    pull on the trig­ger of one of these ma­chine pis­tols meant a full-​sec­ond burst of about

    fif­teen rounds.




    “Hey, Sam,” Tringle called out. “What’s go­ing on?” There was no sound from the East Wing

    hall. There were no el­eva­tors at that end of the build­ing and Agent Sam Bindlestein was

    guard­ing a stair­way ex­it. But now he wasn’t an­swer­ing.




    Tringle pulled his walkie-​talkie from un­der his ar­mored vest.




    “Harp­er, do you copy?”




    “What is it?” Agent Kel­ly Harp­er’s voice crack­led back.




    “Some­thing’s up, I think. I don’t want to leave here. Ev­ery­thing qui­et at your end?”




    “That’s a roger.”




    “Then come run­ning and watch your back.”




    Three heav­ily armed agents were all the lo­cal FBI of­fice had thought were need­ed for the

    job. But now, with one agent un­re­spon­sive and a sec­ond leav­ing his post, Agent Lester

    Tringle won­dered if that might not have been a se­ri­ous mis­cal­cu­la­tion.




    He called Bindlestein’s name in­to his walkie-​talkie a half-​dozen times but got no

    re­sponse, then saw a pa­tient, a thin man with high cheek­bones, walk­ing to­ward him wear­ing

    a ragged-​look­ing hos­pi­tal robe.




    “You there,” Tringle called, turn­ing to­ward the man and bring­ing his weapon al­most up to

    chest height. “You don’t be­long here.”




    “I’m lost,” Re­mo said. “I can’t find my room. Can you help me out?”




    “You’re on the wrong floor. This is a re­strict­ed floor. There are no oth­er pa­tients

    here.”




    “I’m a pa­tient and I’m here,” the pa­tient said rea­son­ably.




    “Well, you don’t be­long here. There’s an el­eva­tor down the hall. Take it to the lob­by

    and some­one down there will help you.”




    But the pa­tient kept com­ing. Then Tringle no­ticed that al­though the man’s arms were

    bare, his legs, un­der the robe, were not. He was wear­ing black pants, and hos­pi­tal

    pa­tients nev­er wore any­thing un­der their robes.




    Tringle brought his ma­chine pis­tol per­fect­ly lev­el with the man’s stom­ach and touched

    the trig­ger light­ly. A red dot ap­peared over the man’s navel.




    “I am or­der­ing you to halt,” Tringle shout­ed.




    “I stopped tak­ing or­ders when I left the Marines,” Re­mo said.




    “I’m ask­ing you to halt then. Don’t make me shoot.” The red dot wa­vered as the pa­tient

    kept com­ing. There was no weapon in his hands, Tringle saw, but there was a con­fi­dent

    ex­pres­sion in his dark eyes.




    “One last time. Stop where you are.”




    “I told you, I don’t know where I am. How can I stop where I am if I don’t even know where

    that is?”




    Tringle let the in­trud­er get to with­in ten yards, then tapped the trig­ger.




    The burst was short, on­ly a dozen rounds or so, and a wall be­hind the pa­tient erupt­ed

    in­to a cloud of plas­ter and paint chips.




    The man kept com­ing. The red laser dot still float­ed over his navel. Tringle blinked

    fu­ri­ous­ly. Was this a ghost? Had the bul­lets gone right through him?




    He fired again, a longer burst this time.




    And this time, Tringle saw the blur­ry mo­tion of the pa­tient as he slid away from the

    bul­let track. Tringle cor­rect­ed right. The red dot found the pa­tient’s chest and he aimed

    again.




    The pa­tient float­ed left. The sound of the weapon, in this nar­row hall­way, was not loud,

    since the weapons had been si­lenced.




    Tringle swore to him­self. The si­lencer must be throw­ing off his aim. But al­most as soon

    as that thought flashed through his mind, he re­ject­ed it. The laser was sup­posed to make up

    for the si­lencer’s bias.




    Tringle clamped down on the trig­ger and a long vol­ley of bul­lets spewed forth. The man in

    the hos­pi­tal robe seemed to ig­nore them and just kept com­ing.




    “Why are you shoot­ing at that pa­tient?” Agent Kel­ly Harp­er asked, as he trot­ted up,

    hold­ing his gun at his side. “Be­cause he’s unau­tho­rized,” Tringle said hot­ly.




    “He’s al­so un­hurt. Are you fir­ing blanks?”




    “Look at the walls be­hind him and see if you be­lieve that,” Tringle said hot­ly. The walls

    be­hind and on ei­ther side of the pa­tient in the ragged robe were rid­dled and in places

    hunks of plas­ter hung loose like peel­ing skin.




    “Isn’t your laser work­ing?” Harp­er asked.




    “You try yours,” Tringle said.




    “This is the FBI. I’m ask­ing you to stop where you are,” Harp­er called out.




    “Make me,” Re­mo called back.




    “Okay. That’s ex­cuse enough,” said Harp­er as he lined up on the ap­proach­ing fig­ure’s

    un­pro­tect­ed chest. By that time, Re­mo was al­most on top of the pair. Harp­er pulled the

    trig­ger, in­tend­ing to fire a brief burst, but for some rea­son, his ma­chine-​gun muz­zle

    point­ed at the ceil­ing all by it­self. He tried to take his fin­ger off the trig­ger but it

    seemed to be at­tached and would not move.




    Then Harp­er no­ticed that the pa­tient was stand­ing next to him, a fin­ger mas­sag­ing

    Harp­er’s el­bow light­ly, a cru­el smile on his lips, and some­how he knew that the touch of

    the man’s hand on his el­bow was re­spon­si­ble for his arm point­ing up­ward, trig­ger fin­ger

    frozen.




    Re­mo low­ered the agent to the floor while Tringle backed up to get in­to bet­ter fir­ing

    range.




    “You just killed an FBI agent,” Tringle said cold­ly.




    “He’s not dead. He’s just out of it. Like you will be in a sec­ond.”




    “Like hell,” Tringle snapped, and fired. He didn’t both­er to check where the laser dot was

    point­ed. At this range it would not mat­ter.




    But it did mat­ter. Bul­let holes pep­pered the walls, but the pa­tient was not even

    touched. He was laugh­ing aloud.




    “You can’t laugh at the FBI that way,” Tringle cried, tears of frus­tra­tion welling in his

    eyes.




    “No? What way can I laugh at the FBI?”




    Tringle did not an­swer. He was busy try­ing to yank the emp­ty clip from his gun so he

    could ram home a fresh one. In train­ing, he had con­sis­tent­ly per­formed that op­er­ation in

    less than 2.5 sec­onds and had re­ceived a com­men­da­tion for that speed.




    He found, though, that it meant very lit­tle in ac­tu­al prac­tice be­cause be­fore he got

    the old clip out, the gun be­gan falling apart and he was left hold­ing a fine­ly ma­chined

    piece of junk. The laser tar­get­ing sys­tem still worked how­ev­er. Tringle knew this be­cause

    he could see the red dot danc­ing on the un­con­cerned face of the pa­tient, who was hold­ing

    por­tions of Tringle’s gun in his right hand and who was rais­ing his left hand slow­ly to the

    FBI agent’s weep­ing face.




    Then there was noth­ing more to see be­cause Tringle was on the floor, un­con­scious.




    Re­mo put the two agents in a clos­et and cov­ered them with blan­kets be­cause it was cold

    in the clos­et. In a few hours, they would be clear-​head­ed enough to re­ceive of­fi­cial

    rep­ri­mands for dere­lic­tion of du­ty and on­ly Re­mo would know that they were not at fault.

    There had been on­ly three of them and three was not enough.




    Re­mo en­tered the un­locked door of Room 12-D. Hu­bert Mil­lis lay wide-​eyed on the bed,

    tubes plugged in­to his mouth, his nose, and his arms. His breath­ing was bare­ly no­tice­able

    amid the beep­ing and blip­ping of elec­tron­ic mon­itor­ing de­vices.




    Re­mo passed a hand over the man’s eyes. There was no re­ac­tion, not even a di­la­tion of

    the pupils to in­ter­cep­tion of the light. Re­mo could sense that the man was very close to

    death. A quick thrust to the tem­ple might be more mer­cy than mur­der.




    He reached his right hand to­ward the man’s head, then with­drew it. He had killed many

    times but this was dif­fer­ent. This man was not a crim­inal, not some­one who de­served death,

    but just a busi­ness­man who hap­pened to wind up on some­body’s hit list.




    But Re­mo’s own fa­ther had asked him to kill the man. His own fa­ther.




    Slow­ly he raised his right hand again.




    The EKG ma­chine sud­den­ly stopped beep­ing. An­oth­er ma­chine kicked in­to life; the

    sound it made was a long, drawn-​out, tin­ny “screeeeee.”




    Alarm horns rang out in the cor­ri­dor. Some­where, some­one was yelling. “Code blue. Room

    12-D.




    A team of doc­tors burst in­to the room. They ig­nored the bul­let- shat­tered cor­ri­dor

    walls and pushed past Re­mo as if he were not there.




    A nurse stripped the night­shirt from the scrawny chest of Hu­bert Mil­lis. A doc­tor

    touched a stetho­scope to the man’s chest and shook his head.




    Some­one passed him a pair of disks, at­tached by ca­ble to a wheeled ma­chine.




    “Clear,” the doc­tor yelled.




    Ev­ery­one stepped back. When the disks touched Mil­lis’ chest, his body jumped off the bed

    from the shock. Then it lay still.




    Three times the doc­tor reap­plied the shock pro­ce­dure, one eye cocked at the EKG

    ma­chine, whose steady line of light in­di­cat­ed no heart ac­tion.




    Fi­nal­ly, the doc­tor dropped the disks and stepped back.




    “That’s it. He’s gone. Nurse, prep him for re­moval.” And still with­out notic­ing Re­mo,

    the doc­tors left the room.




    The nurse still stood by the bed­side and Re­mo took her arm.




    “What hap­pened?” he asked ur­gent­ly.




    “He flat­lined.”




    “That means he’s dead, right?”




    “That’s right. Heart fail­ure. You were in the room with him. Who are you?”




    “Nev­er mind that. What killed him? I have to know.”




    “His heart just gave out. We half-​ex­pect­ed it.”




    “It wasn’t the ex­cite­ment, was it?” Re­mo asked. “Ex­cite­ment didn’t kill him?”




    “Ex­cite­ment? He was in a co­ma. He wouldn’t have got ex­cit­ed in a car bomb­ing.”




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said.




    “Don’t men­tion it. What were you do­ing here any­way?”




    “Wrestling with my con­science,” Re­mo called back.




    “Who won?”




    “It was a draw.”


  




  

    Chapter 24




    When Re­mo re­turned from the hos­pi­tal, he found the old­er man slouched in a chair,

    watch­ing an episode of The Hon­ey­moon­ers.




    “How’d it go?” the gun­man asked, with­out tak­ing his eyes from the screen.




    “Mil­lis is dead,” Re­mo said.




    “Good. You do good work, kid. Sit down and watch some TV.”




    “I think I’ll go to sleep,” Re­mo said.




    “Sure, son. What­ev­er you want, you do it.”




    “We go­ing to be leav­ing town soon?” Re­mo asked.




    “Hold your hors­es. I got some things to do yet,” the gun­man said.




    “Like what?” Re­mo said.




    “Busi­ness. I got busi­ness. You gonna pester me? I want to watch this. Ed Nor­ton just

    knocks me out.”




    “I thought Mil­lis was your busi­ness.”




    “He was,” the gun­man said.




    “Well, Mil­lis is dead.”




    “What do you want? A freak­ing medal? You owed me that hit ’cause you screwed it up on me

    be­fore. Now we’re even and get off my case. I got oth­er things to do.”




    Re­mo had gone in­to the bed­room and lain down, but he had been un­able to sleep. His

    en­tire adult life had been spent yearn­ing for a fam­ily, but maybe hav­ing a fam­ily was not

    all it was sup­posed to be.




    He meant noth­ing to his fa­ther, out in the oth­er room, laugh­ing up­roar­ious­ly at the

    re­run he had prob­ably seen a dozen times. And that was fam­ily.




    Chi­un, on the oth­er hand, for all his carp­ing and com­plain­ing, cared about Re­mo. And

    Chi­un wasn’t fam­ily, not re­al blood fam­ily any­way.




    Was “fam­ily” just a la­bel, mean­ing­less un­less there was shar­ing and trust and love

    in­volved? Re­mo didn’t know. He lay on the bed grop­ing for some­thing to say to his fa­ther.

    But all the im­por­tant ques­tions-​who Re­mo was, where he was born, all the rest-​had been

    an­swered and now there were no more ques­tions to ask and Re­mo felt emp­ty.




    He heard the tele­phone ring in the oth­er room and fo­cused his hear­ing on the gun­man’s

    voice when he heard him say hel­lo. Most peo­ple could not hear prop­er­ly be­cause un­trained

    ears were not able to fil­ter out all the back­ground noise and con­cen­trate on what a per­son

    want­ed to hear. Most peo­ple lived in a world of stat­ic, but Re­mo could di­rect his hear­ing

    in a nar­row range so he was able, with­out re­al ef­fort, to hear both sides of a tele­phone

    con­ver­sa­tion.




    He heard his fa­ther say, “When are you go­ing to pay for the Mil­lis hit?”




    “As soon as you get Laval­lette,” a voice an­swered.




    “Wait a minute. This is sup­posed to be pay as you go, re­mem­ber?”




    “Mil­lis isn’t even cold yet and this is an emer­gen­cy. I can’t ex­plain it now. I want

    Laval­lette hit and I want him hit right away.”




    “That’s not our agree­ment,” the gun­man said.




    “I’ll pay dou­ble for Laval­lette,” the voice re­spond­ed.




    “Dou­ble? You re­al­ly do want Laval­lette hit, don’t you?”




    “Was there any doubt?”




    “I guess not. Okay, I’ll do it.”




    “He’ll be at his of­fice at eight o’clock this morn­ing. One last thing. No head shots. You

    get him in the face or head and you don’t get paid.”




    “I re­mem­ber.”




    “But this time it’s es­pe­cial­ly im­por­tant. I have my rea­sons. “




    The gun­man hung up the tele­phone and in the emp­ty room, Re­mo heard him say, “I guess you

    do. Damned if I can fig­ure out what they are, though.”




    At his apart­ment, Lyle Laval­lette hung up the tele­phone and laughed ner­vous­ly.




    The game was al­most over. This was the last risk and when he got through this one, he was

    the big win­ner. Who would have thought it over the last twen­ty years? Who would have thought

    it when all three of those un­grate­ful bas­tards had fired him from their au­to com­pa­nies?

    Well, now, it was pay­back time and the Dy­nacar was the way to do it. With­in a month,

    Laval­lette ex­pect­ed that he would be the head of all three of Amer­ica’s ma­jor car

    man­ufac­tur­ers. He would con­trol the in­dus­try as no man be­fore him, not even Hen­ry Ford,

    had ev­er done.




    And who knew what was next? Maybe Wash­ing­ton.




    Maybe the White House it­self.




    Why not? Ev­ery­thing else had worked per­fect­ly so far. It was a mas­ter stroke to have

    hired a killer and then to have named him­self, Lyle Laval­lette, as the first tar­get. That

    way, when the oth­er car moguls were re­moved, no one would think of point­ing a fin­ger at

    Laval­lette.




    And it had worked. He had pan­icked the oth­er car com­pa­nies and they were all com­ing

    around.




    The on­ly loose end left was the killer. He didn’t want that man around, maybe to be

    ar­rest­ed, maybe to talk. Even though he didn’t know who had hired him, it was pos­si­ble that

    some smart in­ves­ti­ga­tor might be able to get him singing and put two and two

    to­geth­er.




    The as­sas­sin had to go, so Laval­lette had called him and told him when the tar­get would

    be vul­ner­able.




    The killer would come in the morn­ing.




    And be met by Colonel Brock Sav­age and his mer­ce­nar­ies. End of the gun­man. End of the

    prob­lem.




    It was per­fect.




    Laval­lette put a hair­net over his sprayed hair and got care­ful­ly in­to bed. He want­ed a

    few hours’ sleep. He want­ed to look good when he went be­fore the TV cam­eras to­mor­row and

    told the world that the crazed De­troit as­sas­sin had been killed.


  




  

    Chapter 25




    “So that’s the Dy­nacar. When do you go in­to pro­duc­tion?”




    Lyle Laval­lette looked at the new pub­lic-​re­la­tions coun­sel he had hired and said,

    “Don’t wor­ry about that now. More im­por­tant things take prece­dence.”




    They were stand­ing in­side the large garage of the Dy­nacar In­dus­tries build­ing. The

    pub­lic-​re­la­tions man was con­fused be­cause he had got­ten the im­pres­sion from watch­ing

    the news broad­casts that Laval­lette was ready to be­gin con­struc­tion of the

    rev­olu­tion­ary car im­me­di­ate­ly. But the in­side of the Dy­nacar plant was as bar­ren as a

    base­ball sta­di­um in De­cem­ber. There were no work­ers, there was no as­sem­bly line, there

    were no parts or equip­ment. It was just a big emp­ty ware­house.




    “I’m not sure I fol­low you, Mr. Laval­lette,” the pub­lic-​re­la­tions man said. He had

    been a news­pa­per­man for fif­teen years be­fore get­ting in­to pub­lic re­la­tions “to make

    some re­al mon­ey,” but his news­pa­per back­ground gave him the un­easy feel­ing that he was

    in­volved in some kind of scam.




    Even look­ing at the sleek black Dy­nacar which stood in soli­tude in the mid­dle of the

    plant’s floor did not dis­pel that feel­ing.




    “Lis­ten and I’ll make it sim­ple for you,” Laval­lette said. “I’ve been plan­ning to go

    in­to pro­duc­tion, but now with that crazy killer run­ning around loose, things have

    changed.”




    “How?” the pub­lic-​re­la­tions man said.




    “First of all, when Man­gan got shot, the di­rec­tors of his com­pa­ny start­ed reach­ing

    out for me to take over their com­pa­ny and con­sol­idate it with the Dy­nacar pro­duc­tion.

    Right?”




    “Right.”




    “And that sto­ry you plant­ed yes­ter­day about Amer­ican Au­tos reach­ing out for me to do

    the same thing is go­ing to work. They’ll be on the tele­phone be­fore the morn­ing’s over.

    “




    “How does that ex­plain why you’re not build­ing Dy­nacars?” the P.R. man said.




    “Wait. I’m not done. Now we all know that Rev­ell from Gen­er­al Au­tos has gone on

    va­ca­tion be­cause he’s scared for his life. What we want to do is to plant some sto­ries; get

    Gen­er­al Au­tos to ask for me too.”




    “To run their com­pa­ny?” the P. R. man asked.




    “Ex­act­ly.”




    “You mean, you want to run all three big au­to com­pa­nies as well as Dy­nacar?”




    “Now you’ve got it,” Laval­lette said.




    “No­body’s ev­er done that be­fore.”




    “There’s nev­er been a Lyle Laval­lette be­fore. And that ex­plains why we’re not do­ing

    pro­duc­tion here. If I’m go­ing to merge my com­pa­ny with the Big Three, I’ll use their

    pro­duc­tion fa­cil­ities to build Dy­nacars. That way, in a year, I’ll be able to do what it’d

    take me a cen­tu­ry to do here by my­self. I’ll have a Dy­nacar in ev­ery garage. You

    un­der­stand now?”




    “Per­fect­ly,” the P.R. man said. What he un­der­stood was that Lyle Laval­lette, the

    Mav­er­ick Ge­nius of the Au­to In­dus­try, was as loose as ash­es. Who would be­lieve that the

    Big Three of the au­to busi­ness, who lived to com­pete among each oth­er, would all turn to

    the same man to head their com­pa­nies? It sound­ed like some­thing that might be con­sid­ered

    in Rus­sia, but not in the Unit­ed States. “Good,” Laval­lette said. “So keep plant­ing

    sto­ries about merg­ers. How with the new Dy­nacar, on­ly I can save the Big Three. Maybe you

    can call me the Mav­er­ick Sav­ior. That might be good.”




    “Okay,” the P.R. man said. Why not? The mon­ey was good.




    “And one im­por­tant thing.” Laval­lette said.




    “Yes, sir.”




    “Try al­ways to pho­to­graph my left side. That’s my best side. “




    “You got it, Mr. Laval­lette. Does this car re­al­ly run on garbage?”




    Laval­lette shook his head. “Refuse. Not garbage. We al­ways say ‘refuse’ around here. If we

    get this thing tagged as the garbage­mo­bile, we could run in­to a lot of pub­lic re­sis­tance.

    Refuse.” He smoothed a hand over his hair. Good. Ev­ery­thing was in place. “And to an­swer

    your ques­tion, it runs like a charm and it’s the great­est dis­cov­ery in au­to­mo­biles,

    maybe since the wheel. Try to get that print­ed some­where. The great­est thing since the

    wheel.”




    “You got it, Mr. Laval­lette,” the P.R. man said.




    In the White House, the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was sip­ping cof­fee in his

    bed­room when an aide came in hold­ing a scroll of pa­per that con­tained a brief re­port on

    the overnight news events.




    The top item re­port­ed that Hu­bert Mil­lis, pres­ident of Amer­ican Au­to­mo­biles, had

    suc­cumbed at 1:32 A.M. in De­troit.




    The Pres­ident ex­cused his aide, opened the draw­er of the night­stand, and picked up the

    re­ceiv­er of a di­al­less phone that was hid­den be­neath two hot-​wa­ter bot­tles and a copy

    of Play­boy.




    He wait­ed for the voice of Harold Smith to come on the line. The Pres­ident had de­cid­ed,

    and it was time-​time to or­der the dis­man­tling of Amer­ica’s ul­ti­mate shield against

    chaos.




    He was go­ing to tell Smith that CURE must dis­band. The agen­cy had failed and it was time

    to go back to more tra­di­tion­al law-​en­force­ment agen­cies, like the FBI. He had al­ways

    liked the FBI, es­pe­cial­ly since he had once played an FBI man in a movie.




    But no one an­swered the phone.




    The Pres­ident re­mained on the line. From past ex­pe­ri­ence, he knew that Smith was

    sel­dom away from his head­quar­ters and when he was, he car­ried a portable ra­dio­phone in

    his brief­case, hooked up to the pri­vate line in his of­fice.




    He wait­ed five min­utes but there was still no an­swer. The Pres­ident hung up. He

    de­cid­ed he could give the or­der af­ter lunch as eas­ily as be­fore lunch. A few hours’

    dif­fer­ence wouldn’t mat­ter.




    It wouldn’t mat­ter at all.


  




  

    Chapter 26




    Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, al­lowed the door­man of the De­troit Plaza Ho­tel to sum­mon

    his con­veyance.




    When the taxi pulled up, the door­man, wear­ing a uni­form that re­mind­ed Chi­un of those

    worn by the courtiers to the throne of France’s Sun King, opened the door for him, then closed

    it gen­tly af­ter Chi­un was seat­ed in the rear.




    Then the door­man leaned in­to the cab win­dow with an ex­pec­tant smile.




    “You have done well,” Chi­un said. “Now re­move your­self from my field of vi­sion.”




    “You must be new to our coun­try, sir,” the door­man replied, still smil­ing. “In Amer­ica,

    good ser­vice is usu­al­ly re­ward­ed with a tip.”




    “Very well,” said Chi­un. “Here is a tip. Do not have chil­dren. Their in­grat­itude will

    on­ly cause you sor­row in your de­clin­ing years.”




    “That wasn’t the kind of tip I had in mind,” the door­man said.




    “Then here is an­oth­er,” Chi­un said. “Peo­ple who de­lay oth­er peo­ple who must be off on

    im­por­tant busi­ness of­ten have their wind­pipes ripped from their throats. On­ward, driv­er.

    “




    The cab­by pulled in­to traf­fic and said, “Where are you go­ing, bud­dy?”




    “To the place of the car­riage­mak­er. Laval­lette.”




    “Oh. The Dy­nacar guy. Sure. Hang on.”




    “In what di­rec­tion is his place?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “Di­rec­tion? Oh, I’d say west.”




    “Then why are you driv­ing north?”




    “Be­cause I have to drive north to catch the in­ter­state that goes west,” the cab­by

    replied good-​na­tured­ly.




    “I am fa­mil­iar with the tricks of your trade,” Chi­un said. “Do not drive north. Drive

    west.”




    “I can’t do that.”




    “You can. Sim­ply point your wheels west and pro­ceed.”




    “In a straight line?”




    “I am pay­ing on­ly for the miles driv­en to our des­ti­na­tion. The west miles,” Chi­un

    said. “I will not pay for un­nec­es­sary de­vi­ations from our route.”




    “I can’t drive in a straight line. There are lit­tle things in the way like skyscrap­ers and

    trees.”




    “You have my per­mis­sion to drive around such ob­sta­cles. But west, al­ways west. I will

    keep track of the west miles for you,” said Chi­un, rest­ing his eyes on the click­ing dig­ital

    me­ter.




    The driv­er shrugged and said, “You’re the boss, bud­dy.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “I am the Mas­ter.”




    “Just as long as I’m still the driv­er.”




    As they drove, Chi­un kept his eyes on the me­ter but his mind was on Re­mo.




    He had not lied when he had told Smith that Re­mo was lost to Sinan­ju. The ap­pear­ance of

    the old­er Re­mo Williams-​Re­mo’s nat­ural fa­ther-​had torn Chi­un’s pupil in an­oth­er

    di­rec­tion, away from Sinan­ju. Chi­un had hoped to pre­vent this dif­fi­cul­ty by killing the

    gun­man be­fore Re­mo had ev­er known of his ex­is­tence. But it did not work that way.




    How­ev­er, Chi­un had lied when he told Smith that Re­mo was dead. In a sense, it was true.

    With­out Chi­un to guide him, with­out some­one to keep him on the path of prop­er breath­ing

    and cor­rect­ness, Re­mo’s pow­ers would at­ro­phy and per­haps fade en­tire­ly. It had

    hap­pened to Re­mo be­fore with­out Chi­un and it would prob­ably hap­pen again. Re­mo would

    cease to be Sinan­ju.




    But what Chi­un had feared more was that if Smith knew that Re­mo was still alive, no longer

    un­der Chi­un’s con­trol, Smith would or­der Re­mo’s death and Chi­un would be bound by

    con­tracts to obey that or­der.




    It was not time for that. There was still a chance to bring Re­mo back in­to the care of

    Sinan­ju.




    Which was why Chi­un jour­neyed through the cool dawn to the place of the car­riage­mak­er.

    Not for the car­riage­mak­er and not for Smith and not for a mo­ment to ben­efit this stupid

    land of white peo­ple who were all in­grates.




    Chi­un trav­eled in the hope that if there were an­oth­er at­tempt on the life of Lyle

    Laval­lette, his would-​be as­sas­sin would not come alone. He would bring Re­mo.




    Then, Chi­un knew, this mat­ter would be re­solved. For­ev­er.




    The taxi ar­rived at the Dy­nacar In­dus­tries plant forty min­utes lat­er.




    “That’ll be $49.25,” said the driv­er. The fare was three times what it would have been if

    he had been per­mit­ted to drive on the in­ter­state.




    “That is a rea­son­able fare,” said Chi­un. He reached in­to the folds of his ki­mono and

    brought forth one of the new Unit­ed States gold pieces in the fifty-​dol­lar

    de­nom­ina­tion.




    The driv­er looked at it and said, “What’s this?”




    “What it ap­pears to be. Coin of the realm. Fifty dol­lars gold. Amer­ican.”




    “Where’s my tip and don’t give me any of that ‘don’t-​have-​chil­dren’ rou­tine. I al­ready

    got nine of them. That’s why I need a tip.”




    “Yes­ter­day’s gold fix­ing on the Lon­don mar­ket was $446.25,” Chi­un said. “Sure­ly, $397

    is enough of a tip for fol­low­ing di­rec­tions.”




    “How do I know this is re­al?” said the driv­er.




    “Be­cause when you die in five sec­onds be­cause of your in­so­lent tongue, I am go­ing to

    take an­oth­er just like it and place them over your eye­lids to smooth your jour­ney in­to the

    oth­er world. I would not use coun­ter­feit coins to do this.”




    “You mean, it’s re­al?”




    “Isn’t that what I’ve been say­ing?”




    “And it’s re­al­ly worth $440?”




    Chi­un cor­rect­ed him. “$446.25.”




    “Want me to wait to bring you back to the ho­tel?” the driv­er asked.




    “No,” said Chi­un.




    The guard at the gate to the large emp­ty Dy­nacar park­ing lot want­ed to know what

    Chi­un’s busi­ness was.




    “It is my busi­ness and not yours. Let me pass.”




    “You’re not an em­ploy­ee, not dressed like that. I can’t let you in with­out a vis­itor’s

    pass. You got a vis­itor’s pass, old-​timer?”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un, rais­ing his open palm for the guard to see. “Here it is.”




    The guard looked, ex­pect­ing to find an ID card in the old man’s hand, but he saw noth­ing.

    He saw noth­ing twice. First he saw noth­ing be­cause the Ori­en­tal’s hand was emp­ty. Then he

    saw noth­ing again when Chi­un took his nose be­tween thumb and fore­fin­ger and squeezed

    un­til the man’s sight cloud­ed and he fell back on the seat in­side his small guard­house.




    As he slipped from con­scious­ness, the guard had a half-​sec­ond re­al­iza­tion of what was

    hap­pen­ing. He had heard of nerves in the hu­man body that were so sen­si­tive, they

    trig­gered un­con­scious­ness when pressed in a cer­tain way. But he had nev­er heard of any

    such nerve in the tip of the nose.




    When he woke up three hours lat­er, he was still think­ing that thought.




    Lyle Laval­lette was sit­ting be­hind the wheel of the Dy­nacar in the big emp­ty plant,

    mak­ing “vroom, vroom” nois­es with his mouth. The first inkling he had that he was not alone

    was the slight tip­ping of the ve­hi­cle on the pas­sen­ger side.




    He looked over to see an el­der­ly man with Asian fea­tures, dressed in a

    flow­er-​em­bla­zoned red bro­cade robe, sit­ting be­side him.




    “I am Chi­un,” the Ori­en­tal said. “I am here to guard your worth­less life.”




    Laval­lette rec­og­nized the man. It was the same Ori­en­tal who had used his own body to

    shield James Rev­ell from the gun­man’s bul­lets at the Dy­nacar demon­stra­tion the pre­vi­ous

    day.




    “What are you do­ing here?” Laval­lette said.




    “I have just told you. Have you wax in your ears? I am here to guard your worth­less

    life.”




    “I’m worth over ten mil­lion dol­lars. I don’t call that worth­less.”




    “Ten mil­lion dol­lars. Ten mil­lion rocks. It is the same thing. Worth­less.”




    “Sav­age!” Laval­lette yelled through the open car win­dow. Colonel Brock Sav­age, sit­ting

    with his men in a small room off the main garage floor, heard the shout. He slipped the safe­ty

    off his Ar­malite ri­fle and gave his men the hand sig­nal to fol­low him as he trot­ted up to

    the driv­er’s side of the Dy­nacar.




    Laval­lette, a pan­icked ex­pres­sion on his face, mouthed the word “him” and point­ed

    to­ward Chi­un.




    “Sur­round the car,” Sav­age or­dered his men. “You! Out,” he barked at Chi­un, point­ing

    his Ar­malite through the win­dow so that, if he had to fire, he would rid­dle the un­armed

    Ori­en­tal.




    Laval­lette re­al­ized Sav­age would rid­dle him too be­cause he was di­rect­ly in the line

    of fire and shout­ed, “Get over the oth­er side, you ma­ni­ac. Don’t shoot me.”




    Sav­age ran around the car and Chi­un point­ed a fin­ger at him. “Do not point that weapon

    at me,” he said.




    “Get out, gook.”




    “And do not give me or­ders. I do not take or­ders from whites who dress like trees,” Chi­un

    said.




    “I’m a pri­vate merc, id­iot. The high­est-​paid merc in the world. And I’m trained to

    kill.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “You have been trained to die.” To Laval­lette’s eyes, it looked as if

    the old man had sim­ply walked through the closed car door, but in fact Chi­un had opened the

    door so quick­ly that Laval­lette’s slow eyes still held the af­ter­im­age of the closed door

    si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly with reg­is­ter­ing the Ori­en­tal’s leap from the car.




    Brock Sav­age squeezed the Ar­malite’s trig­ger. Chi­un squeezed Sav­age’s trig­ger fin­ger

    and the weapon dropped from the big man’s hands. Chi­un picked it up and snapped the bar­rel in

    half.




    Sav­age reached for his com­bat knife, a nin­ja but­ter­fly knife that opened like a

    fold­ing rule. He flashed his hands around and the blade snapped from con­ceal­ment. Then it

    too was on the floor next to the gun bar­rel.




    Sav­age looked at the bro­ken blade and dove for Chi­un’s throat, hands ex­tend­ed in front

    of him.




    “Ki-​ai,” he shout­ed, but he qui­et­ed as he hit the floor with Chi­un press­ing a fin­ger

    against an artery in his tem­ple. Then he was un­con­scious.




    Chi­un turned to the oth­er mer­ce­nar­ies.




    “He is not se­ri­ous­ly hurt,” he said. “I do not wish to hurt any of you. Please take him

    and leave.”




    Two mer­ce­nar­ies ran for­ward, grabbed Brock Sav­age’s un­con­scious form, and pulled him

    away.




    Chi­un led Laval­lette through a door that led to the of­fice wing of the Dy­nacar plant and

    told the au­tomak­er to take him to his of­fice.




    In­side the of­fice, Chi­un said, “You are for­tu­nate to have me here. You were not safe

    sur­round­ed by those pri­vate jerks.”




    “Mercs,” cor­rect­ed Laval­lette.




    “On­ly one of us is cor­rect,” Chi­un sniffed. “And I do not think it is you.”


  




  

    Chapter 27




    The gun­man had fall­en asleep on the so­fa, watch­ing tele­vi­sion, and when he awoke, he

    glanced at his watch, picked up his brief­case, and walked qui­et­ly from the ho­tel room.




    Let Re­mo sleep. The kid, with his eter­nal ques­tions, would just be a drag if he came

    along. He was al­ready a large-​size headache with his rice-​eat­ing, no drink­ing, “I

    can’t-​ex­plain-​to-​you-​how-​I-​do-​what-​I-​do” rou­tine.




    When this hit was over, the gun­man was leav­ing, and to hell with Re­mo Williams. Who

    need­ed that grief? Let him go back to his Chi­na­man friend.




    The guard out­side the park­ing lot at the Dy­nacar plant ap­peared to be asleep in his

    booth. The gun­man had planned to park near­by and sneak in­to the prop­er­ty, but he had

    learned ear­ly on nev­er to look a gift horse in the mouth. A sleep­ing guard was a gift from

    heav­en, so he drove in­to the lot and parked his car near the main build­ing.




    He took his Beretta Olympic from his brief­case and slipped it in­to his spring-​clip

    shoul­der hol­ster. He left the ri­fle add-​ons in the brief­case. They would not be

    nec­es­sary. This, he thought, was a tele­vi­sion hit: “up close and per­son­al.”




    He walked through a large ware­house-​type build­ing where the Dy­nacar was sit­ting alone

    in the mid­dle of the oth­er­wise emp­ty floor. His body was tensed, all his sens­es fo­cused

    on what was in front of him. Were there guards? Could this be a trap?




    But he saw noth­ing and he nev­er re­al­ized that be­hind him, Re­mo had slipped out of the

    back­seat of the car where he had been hid­den and was now fol­low­ing him in­to the plant.




    The gun­man, if asked, would have ad­mit­ted to some con­fu­sion. Un­til this minute, he had

    been cer­tain that he had been hired by one of the com­pa­ny pres­idents who had been on his

    tar­get list. But he had killed Man­gan and he would have killed Rev­ell if it hadn’t been for

    that crazy old Ori­en­tal. That left Mil­lis and Laval­lette as his pos­si­ble em­ploy­er. Now,

    with Mil­lis dead, there was on­ly Laval­lette. It would have been sim­ple ex­cept his

    em­ploy­er had called and told him to kill Laval­lette to­day.




    So who was he work­ing for?




    He de­cid­ed that when he col­lect­ed his last pay­ment, he was go­ing to pull open the door

    of that Dy­nacar and find out who was sit­ting be­hind the wheel.




    But that was lat­er. For now, he had to be wary of a trap. He saw no one in the ware­house,

    and in the tall of­fice struc­ture at­tached to the rear of the work area, there was no one in

    the lob­by.




    The gun­man paused to light a cigarette and for some rea­son, Maria’s face float­ed in­to

    his mind. He had not thought of her since that Re­mo had start­ed to pester him.




    He took a puff off the cigarette, stubbed it out in an ash­tray on an emp­ty desk, and got

    in­to the el­eva­tor to ride up­stairs. Maybe it was a trap, but if it was, he was

    pre­pared.




    Chi­un was pre­pared too. He sat on a small rug out­side Laval­lette’s of­fice. He had told

    the au­tomak­er to stay in­side and Laval­lette had dis­obeyed on­ly once, when he came out to

    say that he had re­ceived an anony­mous tip that the killer was on his way to mur­der

    Laval­lette.




    “Is he com­ing alone?” Chi­un asked.




    “I wouldn’t know. My in­for­mant didn’t say,” Laval­lette replied.




    “Go back in­to your of­fice.”




    “He’ll get me,” Laval­lette said. “Colonel Sav­age and his peo­ple are gone. I’m dead

    meat.”




    “To get to you, he will have to pass me,” Chi­un said. “Get back in­side.”




    He had pushed Laval­lette in­side, closed the door, and then tak­en up his sta­tion on the

    rug out­side the man’s of­fice, watch­ing the el­eva­tor door, wait­ing.




    The mo­ment of reck­on­ing was com­ing.




    Re­mo did not know why he had stowed away in the back of his fa­ther’s car, to fol­low the

    gun­man. When he saw the man with the scar start to ride up on the el­eva­tor, he slipped in­to

    a stair­well and start­ed to walk up­stairs, driv­en by some urge he did not un­der­stand.




    When the el­eva­tor doors slid open, the gun­man had dropped in­to a marks­man’s crouch, his

    Beretta point­ed ahead in a dou­ble-​hand­ed grip. He felt pre­pared for any­thing, but he was

    not pre­pared to see the old Ori­en­tal sit­ting calm­ly on a car­pet in the mid­dle of the

    floor.




    “You again,” he said.




    Chi­un’s face was stern. “Where is my son?”




    The gun­man laughed. “Don’t you mean my son? He’s sure of it, you know.”




    “And what are you sure of?” Chi­un asked.




    “I’m sure that he’s a chump.”




    Chi­un rose from his po­si­tion with­out any ap­par­ent shift­ing of limbs un­der his

    ki­mono. He seemed to grow like a sun­flow­er from the floor.




    “What­ev­er Re­mo is, he is Sinan­ju. You have in­sult­ed Sinan­ju too many times al­ready.

    Pre­pare to die.”




    The gun­man fired two shots com­ing out of the el­eva­tor. One of them buried it­self in the

    door di­rect­ly be­hind Chi­un, but Chi­un was no longer there. He was three feet to the left

    some­how. And was it the gun­man’s imag­ina­tion, or was he stand­ing clos­er now?




    The gun­man fired again.




    And again, Chi­un was sud­den­ly in an­oth­er place. He had not seemed to move. It was like

    mag­ic; the old Ori­en­tal popped up in an­oth­er place, grim and pur­pose­ful.




    Now on­ly twelve feet sep­arat­ed them and the gun­man fired four shots in a fan­ning arc.

    He had got­ten the old Ori­en­tal be­fore with a ric­ochet; why was it so dif­fi­cult this

    time?




    In the brief mi­crosec­ond in which the gun­man re­act­ed to the noise and flash of the

    pis­tol shots, he blinked, and in that same blink of a sec­ond, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju moved

    again. The gun­man’s eyes opened and he seemed to be alone in the spa­cious re­cep­tion

    area.




    From be­hind the door marked “LYLE LAVAL­LETTE. PRES­IDENT” a muf­fled voice called out.




    “Hel­lo? Is any­one dead out there? Is it all right to come out now? Hel­lo?”




    It was too much for the gun­man. There was no pos­si­ble place where the old Ori­en­tal

    could be hid­ing. Maybe he had the pow­ers of in­vis­ibil­ity or some­thing. He start­ed to

    back in­to the still-​open el­eva­tor, and stopped.




    His gun hand seemed to catch fire. He screamed. His pis­tol clat­tered to the floor.

    Some­thing was wrong with his arm, some­thing ter­ri­ble.




    He dropped to his knees, clutch­ing his arm. From the cor­ner of one tear­ing eye, he saw

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju step out of the el­eva­tor.




    “How?” he groaned.




    “You may spend eter­ni­ty pon­der­ing it,” Chi­un said cold­ly. His eyes were wrath­ful.

    “Now you will an­swer my ques­tions.”




    Chi­un knelt be­side the squirm­ing man and gen­tly touched his in­ner left wrist.




    “Ar­rrgh,” the man screamed.




    “That is just a touch,” Chi­un said. “I can make the pain much worse. Or I can make it

    dis­ap­pear. Have you a pref­er­ence?”




    “Make it go away.”




    “Where is Re­mo?” Chi­un said.




    “I left him back at the ho­tel.”




    “Good. You an­swered truth­ful­ly.”




    “Make it stop. Make the pain go away. Please.”




    “Who hired you?” Chi­un said im­pla­ca­bly.




    “I don’t know. I nev­er saw his face.”




    “That is not a good an­swer.”




    “It’s the on­ly an­swer. I thought it was Laval­lette but now I don’t know. It might be

    any­one. Help me. I’m dy­ing here.”




    “That will come lat­er. Why would the car­riage­mak­er hire you to kill him­self?”




    “Ask him, ask him. Just give me a break.”




    Chi­un touched the man’s arm and the gun­man’s con­tort­ed joints loos­ened and re­laxed. He

    lay on the floor, still as death.




    Chi­un was at Laval­lette’s of­fice door when the door to the stair­well opened. He did not

    have to turn to know it was Re­mo step­ping out. The first soft foot­fall told him that, for no

    oth­er hu­man stepped with such fe­line ease. Ex­cept for Chi­un him­self.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. And then he saw the gun­man’s still body.




    “No!” he screamed.




    “He is not dead, Re­mo,” Chi­un said soft­ly.




    “Oh.”




    “I was go­ing to come for you when I was fin­ished here,” Chi­un said stiffly.




    “Smith’s or­ders?”




    “No. I al­ready told the em­per­or that you were dead. A nec­es­sary un­truth.”




    “You both knew about him all along, didn’t you?” Re­mo said, ges­tur­ing to the man on the

    floor.




    Chi­un shook his aged head, mak­ing the wisps of hair over his ears flut­ter in the still

    air.




    “No, Re­mo. No one knows the truth. Least of all, you.”




    “This man is my nat­ural fa­ther. You kept that from me. You tried to kill him.”




    “I kept that from you to spare you grief,” Chi­un said.




    “What kind of line is that? What grief?”




    “The grief you would have felt had Smith or­dered you to elim­inate this wretch. This is my

    as­sign­ment which I took up­on my frail shoul­ders to spare you the bur­den.”




    “Oh, Chi­un, what do I do?” Re­mo said.




    “What­ev­er it is, you may have to do it quick­ly,” said Chi­un, point­ing a long-​nailed

    fin­ger at the gun­man, who was ris­ing to his feet now, his pis­tol in hand.




    “Out of the way, kid,” he rasped. “I’m go­ing to kill that yel­low bas­tard.”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Get out of my way, kid. You hear me?”




    Re­mo glanced at Chi­un, who qui­et­ly fold­ed his arms and closed his eyes.




    “Don’t just stand there, Chi­un,” Re­mo called.




    “With­out a pupil, Sinan­ju has no fu­ture. With­out a fu­ture, I have no past. I will be

    re­mem­bered as my an­ces­tors have told me I would be re­mem­bered as the last Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, who gave Sinan­ju to an un­grate­ful white. So be it.”




    “No, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. He turned to the gun­man. “Put it down. Please. We can set­tle

    this some oth­er way.”




    “There is no oth­er way,” Chi­un said.




    “For once the gook is right,” the gun­man said. “Get out of the way. Who the hell’s side are

    you on any­way?”




    “Yes, Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “Whose side are you on?” The gun­man lined up the shot. Chi­un

    stood im­mo­bile, eyes closed. The gun­man slow­ly de­pressed his fin­ger on the trig­ger.




    Re­mo yelled some­thing inar­tic­ulate, then sur­ren­der­ing to re­flex­es built in­to him

    by Chi­un over the years, he moved to­ward the gun­man.




    The man with the scar whirled and fired at Re­mo. The bul­let missed.




    “You asked for this, kid,” the gun­man said. His fin­ger low­ered again.




    “Me, too?” Re­mo cried but it was too late. The killing stroke of his hand was al­ready in

    mo­tion.




    It struck the man called Re­mo Williams square­ly on the breast­bone, shat­ter­ing that bone

    and turn­ing the con­nec­tive car­ti­lage to mu­cus. That was just the be­gin­ning. The force

    of the stroke vi­brat­ed through the gun­man’s body, ini­ti­at­ing a chain re­ac­tion of

    break­ing bones and jel­li­fy­ing mus­cles and or­gans.




    The gun­man with the scar stood poised for an in­fi­nite sec­ond, his con­tort­ed face

    seem­ing to soft­en as the hard­ness of his skull dis­solved, and then he slipped to the floor

    like a pile of pota­toes tum­bling out of a ripped sack.




    His last sight was of Re­mo’s emp­ty hand com­ing at him and his fi­nal thought was not his

    own. He could hear Maria’s last words and fi­nal­ly he un­der­stood:




    “A man will come to you. Dead, yet be­yond death, he will car­ry death in his emp­ty hands.

    He will know your name and you will know his. And that will be your death war­rant. “




    He did not feel him­self slip from his body. In­stead, he felt his mind con­tract, tighter

    and tighter, un­til it was as small as a pea, then as small as the head of a pin, then small­er

    still un­til his en­tire con­scious­ness was re­duced to a point as in­finites­imal­ly tiny as

    an atom. When it seemed that it could com­press no tighter, it kept shrink­ing and

    shrink­ing.




    But the gun­man did not care be­cause he no longer cared about any­thing. His very essence

    be­came part of a dark­ness greater and black­er than he could ev­er com­pre­hend, and not

    know­ing where he was and what was hap­pen­ing to him was much, much bet­ter than know­ing.




    “I killed him,” Re­mo said in a stran­gled voice. “I killed my own fa­ther. Be­cause of

    you.”




    “I am sor­ry, Re­mo. Tru­ly sor­ry for your pain,” Chi­un said.




    But Re­mo did not seem to hear him. He just kept mum­bling the same words over and over

    again in a lost lit­tle boy’s voice:




    “I killed him.”


  




  

    Chapter 28




    Re­mo sat down heav­ily and touched the limp body of the man he called his fa­ther. It felt

    as form­less as a jel­ly­fish. All that was now left of the man was a cas­ing that sur­round­ed

    bro­ken bone and tis­sues.




    Laval­lette’s door opened slow­ly and he peered out­side. He saw the dead man and then

    Chi­un.




    “What hap­pened to him?” he asked.




    “Sinan­ju hap­pened to him,” Chi­un said.




    “Did he say who hired him?” Laval­lette asked.




    “No. He did not have to,” Chi­un said.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause I know that you hired him,” Chi­un said.




    “To kill my­self? Are you crazy?”




    “On­ly one stands to gain by the killings of the car­riage­mak­ers. That one is you,” said

    Chi­un.




    “What mo­tive would I have?” Laval­lette said. He looked away as his sec­re­tary, Miss

    Blaze, walked in­to the re­cep­tion area. She saw him, then quick­ly looked down at a piece of

    pa­per in her hand.




    “Your pub­lic-​re­la­tions man called, Mr. Laval­lette,” she said. “He said he’s plant­ed a

    sto­ry that all three au­to com­pa­nies are go­ing to ask you to head them.” She smiled and

    looked up, then saw Chi­un stand­ing by Laval­lette, and Re­mo sit­ting next to the dead

    body.




    “Oh, I’m sor­ry,” she said. “I didn’t know you had com­pa­ny. “




    “Id­iot,” Laval­lette snarled. He ran to the open el­eva­tor, pressed the but­ton, and the

    doors closed be­hind him.




    “Well, what got in­to him?” Miss Blaze said. “Can I help?”




    “You may leave, bovine one,” Chi­un said. He walked to where Re­mo still sat next to the

    body.




    “Re­mo,” he said soft­ly. “The man who is tru­ly re­spon­si­ble for this death has just

    left.”




    “What?” Re­mo said, look­ing up at Chi­un’s hazel eyes.




    “All the pain you feel, all the hurt, is the fault of the car­riage­mak­er Laval­lette. It

    was he who caused all this trou­ble. “




    Re­mo looked again at the dead body, then got to his feet.




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “I don’t think I re­al­ly care. “




    “Re­mo, you are still young. Know this. There are so many times in a man’s life when he must

    do things that lat­er he may think are wrong. All a man can do is act with a spir­it of

    right­ness and then he need fear no one, not even him­self.”




    “Right­ness? I killed my fa­ther.”




    “As he would have killed you,” Chi­un said “That is not a fa­ther’s love, Re­mo. A fa­ther

    would not do that.” And Re­mo thought back to the bat­tle the pre­vi­ous evening atop the

    build­ing near Amer­ican Au­tos, thought back to how Chi­un had done noth­ing but par­ry

    Re­mo’s blows, had done noth­ing to hurt Re­mo, and in a bril­liant flash, he un­der­stood the

    na­ture of fa­ther­hood and fam­ily. He was not an or­phan; he had not been since the first day

    he had met Chi­un, be­cause the old Ko­re­an was his true fa­ther, a fa­ther­hood based on

    love.




    And Sinan­ju, the long line of Mas­ters stretch­ing back through the ages, was Re­mo’s

    fam­ily. Thou­sands strong, all reach­ing their hands across the cen­turies to him.




    His fam­ily.




    “You say Laval­lette’s skipped?” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded and Re­mo said, “Let’s go get the bas­tard, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “As you will, my son.”




    Laval­lette sped from the au­to plant in the pro­to­type Dy­nacar.




    Let the cops sort it out, he said to him­self. I’ll de­ny ev­ery­thing. Who’s to know

    dif­fer­ent?




    As he turned on­to the road­way, he looked in­to the rearview mir­ror to see if any cars

    were fol­low­ing him. All he saw were two jog­gers. Good. He pressed down on the ac­cel­er­ator

    and the Dy­nacar sped ahead. But the two jog­gers in the mir­ror did not fall be­hind in the

    dis­tance. They were get­ting clos­er.




    How could that be?




    Then Laval­lette saw who they were. It was the Ori­en­tal and the young man with the dead

    eyes. They were run­ning af­ter him and they were gain­ing.




    Laval­lette checked his speedome­ter. He was go­ing sev­en­ty miles an hour. He pressed the

    ped­al down to the floor, but it did no good. The two men were get­ting big­ger in the rearview

    mir­ror, and then they were abreast of the speed­ing Dy­nacar.




    Laval­lette glanced through his open driv­er’s win­dow at Re­mo, who was now along­side him,

    “You can’t stop me,” he snarled. “I don’t care how fast you can run.”




    “Yes, we can,” Re­mo said.




    To prove he was wrong, Laval­lette pulled the wheel hard left, turn­ing the car in­to Re­mo,

    but the young man, with­out break­ing his stride, dodged away. Laval­lette laughed but then

    Re­mo’s hand float­ed out and the fend­er on the driv­er’s side of the car flew away from the

    tire. The pas­sen­ger-​side door came next. It opened with a scream­ing wrench and bounced down

    the street. Laval­lette glanced over to see the old man jog­ging light­ly along­side.




    “Still think we can’t stop you?” Re­mo said.




    Laval­lette hunched over the wheel. He was go­ing eighty-​five now. It wasn’t pos­si­ble for

    them to be run­ning along­side him, but even if they were, they would soon tire.




    The roof came off next af­ter the pair of run­ners broke the sup­port posts. Then the trunk

    lid was ripped off and then the rest of the fend­ers flew.




    The two men grabbed one of the sup­port posts of the car, and Laval­lette could feel it

    slow­ing down, and in on­ly a few hun­dred yards it came to a stop, stripped to its

    chas­sis.




    Laval­lette stepped out, still hold­ing the steer­ing wheel, which was no longer at­tached

    to any­thing.




    “Don’t kill me,” he plead­ed.




    “Give me a rea­son not to,” Re­mo said cold­ly.




    “Why did you hire the killer?” Chi­un asked.




    “I want­ed to get rid of the com­pe­ti­tion. With them dead and me with the Dy­nacar, I

    would have run all of De­troit.”




    Re­mo walked to­ward the back of the car. “If this damned thing was any good, you wouldn’t

    have had to do that. “




    He looked in­side the open trunk. “There’s bat­ter­ies back here. What are they for?”




    Laval­lette was plead­ing now for his life. He said, “The car’s a scam. It doesn’t run on

    refuse. It runs on elec­tri­cal bat­ter­ies, non­recharge­able.”




    “What does that mean?” Re­mo said.




    “It means the car runs for a month or two and then goes dead and you have to buy a new

    car.”




    “I had a Stude­bak­er like that once,” Re­mo said.




    “It does not turn garbage in­to en­er­gy?” Chi­un said.




    “No,” Laval­lette said. “That was just for show.”




    “The Dy­nacar doesn’t run on garbage,” Re­mo said. “It is garbage.”




    “You might say that,” Laval­lette said.




    “You know what else you might say?” Re­mo said.




    “What’s that?” asked Laval­lette.




    “You might say good-​bye,” Re­mo said. He took the man’s el­egant­ly coiffed head be­tween

    his hands and shook. Con­tact lens­es flew out of his eyes. False teeth popped from his mouth.

    His corset snapped and ripped through his shirt in an ex­plo­sion of elas­tic.




    For on­ly a mo­ment it hurt and then Lyle Laval­lette felt noth­ing else. Re­mo dropped the

    un­mov­ing body be­side the stripped pro­to­type of the Dy­nacar and walked away.




    “It is done. You have avenged your­self and Sinan­ju,” Chi­un called af­ter him.




    Re­mo said noth­ing. The set of his shoul­ders told the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that his pupil

    was hurt­ing very much in­side.




    Chi­un walked in the oth­er di­rec­tion. Re­mo need­ed to be alone now and his teach­er

    re­spect­ed that need.




    Be­fore ei­ther man had got­ten a hun­dred feet from the car, a gang of teenagers came out

    of the weeds along the road­side and be­gan strip­ping the car’s seat­cov­ers and mir­rors and

    chrome.




    An hour lat­er, there would be noth­ing left but Laval­lette’s body.




    One thing had led to an­oth­er and the Pres­ident had not been able to call Smith and now,

    while wait­ing to greet this week’s am­bas­sador from Zim­bab­we, the Pres­ident was hand­ed a

    note by an aide.




    He looked at it, bolt­ed from the room, and ran to his bed­room, where he picked up the

    spe­cial phone.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” the dry un­flap­pable voice of Harold Smith an­swered.




    “Now Laval­lette is dead,” the Pres­ident said.




    “I know, sir. My peo­ple did it.”




    “Your peo­ple are out of con­trol. I’m or­der­ing you to-“




    “No, sir,” Smith in­ter­rupt­ed. “I just spoke to my peo­ple, the old­er one. He in­formed

    me that Laval­lette him­self was be­hind all the shoot­ings. The ac­tu­al killer is dead too.

    And the Dy­nacar is a fake.”




    “The garbage-​pow­ered car is a fake?” the Pres­ident said.




    “It’s a com­pli­cat­ed sto­ry, Mr. Pres­ident, but that’s the bot­tom line. It was a fake

    through and through. I’ll be get­ting you a full re­port. Just a few loose ends left.”




    “Smith, I have just one ques­tion for you.”




    “Yes, sir?”




    “Are you in full con­trol of your peo­ple?”




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident. CURE is ful­ly op­er­ational.”




    “That’s all I need to know. You came very close this time, Smith. I want you to know

    that.”




    “I know it, Mr. Pres­ident. Will there be any­thing else?”




    “Not from me. I think I need a nap. Let Zim­bab­we wait.”




    “Very good, sir,” Smith said as the Pres­ident hung up. Smith re­turned to his com­put­er

    ter­mi­nal. There were on­ly a few loose ends, but for CURE to be back to nor­mal, they had to

    be re­solved. It was al­most dark be­fore the an­swers came.


  




  

    Chapter 29




    Smith and Chi­un wait­ed in dark­ness for Re­mo to ar­rive. A brisk wind scat­tered the red

    and gold leaves in the grave­yard like tiny dead things come to elfin life. Some­where, an owl

    made a lone­ly sound. Re­mo came up the ceme­tery walk with a padding si­lence that made him

    seem more at home in these sur­round­ings than any­where else, Smith thought grim­ly.




    “You’re late,” said Smith.




    “So what?” Re­mo said.




    “He is still hurt­ing,” whis­pered Chi­un to Smith. “Do not heed his rude­ness, Em­per­or.

    All will be set right when you give Re­mo the good news.”




    “What good news?” asked Re­mo.




    Smith ex­tract­ed a fold­er from his brief­case.




    “I asked you to meet me here be­cause this is where the whole thing be­gan, Re­mo. At your

    grave.”




    For the first time, Re­mo no­ticed the grave­stone with his name on it.




    “So this is what it looks like. It’s not much, Smit­ty. You could have sprung for an an­gel

    on the top.”




    “It served its pur­pose,” Smith said. “A wom­an was mur­dered on this spot a few days ago

    when she was lay­ing flow­ers on a grave. The flow­ers fell on your grave, Re­mo.”




    “My grave? Who was she?”




    “My re­search has fi­nal­ly pieced the puz­zle to­geth­er. I was thrown off by the fact that

    the flow­ers fell on your grave and that the man who killed the wom­an, ac­cord­ing to

    bal­lis­tics re­ports, was the same man who was do­ing the killing in De­troit.”




    “Who was she?” Re­mo asked again.




    Smith pulled out a sheet of pa­per and a pho­to­graph. “Her name was Maria De­Fu­ria. She

    was the for­mer wife of a Mafia hit man named Gesu­al­do De­Fu­ria, a pro­fes­sion­al

    well-​known for his use of a Beretta Olympic tar­get pis­tol.”




    “What does this have to do with me?”




    “The em­per­or is ex­plain­ing,” Chi­un said.




    “Gesu­al­do De­Fu­ria was the man you thought was your fa­ther, Re­mo. He was not your

    fa­ther.”




    “Prove it.”




    “Here is a copy of a note found at Maria De­Fu­ria’s house. You may read it but let me

    sum­ma­rize. The note ex­plains that the wom­an had dis­cov­ered that her ex-​hus­band had

    trained their son, An­ge­lo, to fol­low in the fa­ther’s pro­fes­sion. But dur­ing a team hit,

    the son was caught and con­vict­ed of a mur­der. In fact, the fa­ther was the re­al mur­der­er

    and the son on­ly an ac­com­plice in train­ing. Be­cause of the Mafia’s code of si­lence, the

    son kept qui­et and was ex­ecut­ed for the crime.”




    He point­ed be­hind Re­mo. “They buried him here, in the fam­ily plot, next to your own

    grave.”




    Re­mo read the name De­Fu­ria on the stone next to his own.




    “You mean the guy buried next to me was ex­ecut­ed for a crime he didn’t com­mit, just like

    I was?” Re­mo asked.




    “A strange co­in­ci­dence but Wild­wood isn’t ex­act­ly Ar­ling­ton Na­tion­al Ceme­tery,”

    Smith said. “This is near Newark af­ter all. Let me fin­ish the sto­ry. De­Fu­ria at­tempt­ed

    to rec­on­cile with his wife and the truth slipped out about the son’s in­no­cence. Maria

    de­cid­ed to go to the po­lice with her in­for­ma­tion. We can on­ly as­sume the rest. On her

    way, she stopped to put flow­ers on her son’s grave. De­Fu­ria fol­lowed her here. They ar­gued

    and he shot her and the flow­ers fell on­to your grave.”




    “But he called him­self Re­mo Williams,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “He had killed his ex-​wife and had to leave town. Even the Mafia doesn’t like that kind of

    killing. He knew he was go­ing to need a new name so he picked the one off the head­stone where

    his wife fell. Your name, Re­mo. If the flow­ers had fall­en on the grave on the oth­er side of

    yours, he prob­ably would have called him­self D. Colt.”




    “He had all kinds of ID,” Re­mo said.




    “Nowa­days, if you have a few dol­lars, you can buy any kind of iden­ti­fi­ca­tion,” Smith

    said.




    “But there was a fam­ily re­sem­blance,” Re­mo said. “Around the eyes.”




    “A re­sem­blance,” Smith ad­mit­ted, “but not a fam­ily one. You were both in es­sen­tial­ly

    the same busi­ness. Too many deaths mark a per­son. I think you could call it a pro­fes­sion­al

    re­sem­blance, not a fam­ily one.” He paused. “Don’t let your feel­ings cloud your judg­ment,

    Re­mo,” he said.




    “It is the les­son of the Mas­ter Shang,” Chi­un said.




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “Don’t tell me you have for­got­ten, Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “Mas­ter Shang, he of the moon

    rock. I told you that leg­end.”




    “Yeah, I re­mem­ber. What about it?”




    “The les­son of the Mas­ter Shang lies in this stone which Shang be­lieved he took from the

    moun­tains of the moon.” Chi­un pro­duced the gray­ish stone from the folds of his ki­mono.

    “See?”




    “I thought you be­lieved that sto­ry,” Re­mo said sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “Do you take me for an id­iot?” Chi­un said. “Any fool knows you can­not walk to the moon.

    Mas­ter Shang should have known that too. But he so de­sired the Chi­nese tart that he

    de­lud­ed him­self in­to think­ing he could walk to the moon to hold her love. That is the

    re­al les­son of the Mas­ter Shang. Do not de­sire some­thing too much, for wish­ful think­ing

    im­pairs the sight and not all things are as they ap­pear. You, Re­mo, de­lud­ed your­self

    in­to be­liev­ing that wretch was your fa­ther, be­cause you want­ed a fa­ther so bad­ly. It

    did not mat­ter to you if he was re­al.”




    “Are you try­ing to tell me that you knew all along that he wasn’t my fa­ther?” Re­mo

    de­mand­ed.




    “I am not try­ing to tell you any­thing. I have told you.”




    “Bull­dookey,” Re­mo said.




    “It is nev­er­the­less true,” Chi­un said. “When first I saw him, I saw that he moved like a

    ba­boon. He used weapons. He had no fi­nesse. He bore no re­sem­blance to you at all.”




    “I think you’re pay­ing me a com­pli­ment,” Re­mo said.




    “Then I with­draw my re­marks,” Chi­un said.




    “How did you dig all this up, Smit­ty?” Re­mo asked.




    “My com­put­ers. They couldn’t find a record of an­oth­er Re­mo Williams hav­ing lived in

    the U.S. That made me sus­pi­cious of the name. It was too pat. And then the busi­ness of the

    wom­an be­ing shot. Bal­lis­tics then said she was shot with the same gun be­ing used in

    De­troit so I came here to run a check on these graves.”




    Smith re­ferred to a notepad. “There was a D. Colt, but he died in 1940 and has no liv­ing

    rel­atives. That left the De­Fu­ria fam­ily plot and once I learned that De­Fu­ria was

    con­nect­ed with or­ga­nized crime, it all sort of came to­geth­er.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing for a long time.




    “They’re go­ing to bury him here? In this grave?”




    “That’s right,” Smith said. “But that shouldn’t con­cern you. He’s not fam­ily.”




    “You know, Smit­ty, some­where I’ve got fam­ily,” Re­mo said.




    “I re­searched your back­ground thor­ough­ly be­fore bring­ing you in­to CURE,” Smith said.

    “If you have par­ents, they would be im­pos­si­ble to trace.”




    “I want to know for sure,” Re­mo said. “Smit­ty. Put your com­put­ers to work. You find out

    for me.”




    “And then what, Re­mo? You don’t ex­ist. You’re stand­ing on your own grave as far as the

    world is con­cerned. You can’t have a fam­ily.”




    “I just want to know,” Re­mo said. “I want to know if I be­long to some­one.”




    “You be­long to Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    “I know, Lit­tle Fa­ther. And I know that I be­long to you al­so. But this is dif­fer­ent.

    It’s just a loose end that I want to track down.”




    “Re­mo-” Smith start­ed.




    “Just find them, Smit­ty. Find them or I walk.”




    “I won’t be black­mailed, Re­mo. I can al­ways have Chi­un train an­oth­er per­son.”




    “I would not soil my hands with an­oth­er,” Chi­un said. “Es­pe­cial­ly a white.

    Es­pe­cial­ly if I don’t get Dis­ney­land.” Smith locked his brief­case. A stony ex­pres­sion

    cloud­ed his face.




    “All right, Re­mo. I’ll look in­to it. I’ll be in touch.”




    As he walked away, Re­mo called, “Smit­ty?”




    “Yes?”




    “Thanks for clear­ing this one up for me.”




    “You’re wel­come, Re­mo.”




    Af­ter Smith left, Re­mo said, “Well, Chi­un. An­oth­er day, an­oth­er dol­lar.”




    “There will not be many more dol­lars if you do not re­turn to train­ing,” Chi­un said. “You

    are get­ting fat around the mid­dle and your stroke when you dis­patched that Mafia per­son was

    an abom­ina­tion to see.”




    “We’ll train to­mor­row,” Re­mo said. “I want to thank you too, Chi­un.”




    “For what?”




    “For car­ing.”




    “Who else would care for you? You are hope­less. And don’t think I have for­got­ten your

    promise to get Nel­lie Wil­son to sing a con­cert for me. And don’t think that I have

    for­got­ten . . .”




    Chi­un re­cit­ed a litany of com­plaints as he walked from the grave, but when he looked

    back, Re­mo still stood there, and Chi­un was silent and walked away, leav­ing Re­mo stand­ing

    over his own grave with the dead dry au­tumn leaves swirling around him, alone with his

    thoughts and his long­ings.
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