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    Chapter 1




    Right up un­til the mo­ment he sold Amer­ica out, Sam­my Kee would have laughed at any­one

    who called him a traitor to the Unit­ed States.




    Was it trea­son to love your coun­try so much that you fought to im­prove it? “And God knows

    it needs im­prove­ment,” he would say.




    Af­ter all, ev­ery­body knew that Amer­ica was a fas­cist, racist coun­try.




    Ev­ery­body knew that any­one in jail in Amer­ica was a po­lit­ical pris­on­er.




    Ev­ery­body knew that there was no atroc­ity com­mit­ted any­where in the world so bad that

    Amer­ica hadn’t com­mit­ted a worse one.




    Ev­ery­body knew that there would be peace in the world if on­ly Amer­ica would stop

    build­ing nu­cle­ar weapons.




    Sam­my Kee had nev­er been for­mal­ly schooled in these po­si­tions. He had fig­ured them

    out sim­ply by watch­ing the tele­vi­sion net­work news. Would tele­vi­sion lie?




    So he re­peat­ed all his slo­gans and he marched against aid to the Nicaraguan con­tras and

    he bought ev­ery record by Pe­ter, Paul, and Mary and he was still un­hap­py.




    He was un­hap­py be­cause all three ma­jor tele­vi­sion net­works had re­fused to hire him

    as a rov­ing cor­re­spon­dent, even though he had sent each of them, as an au­di­tion piece, a

    fif­teen-​minute video­tape sam­ple which had been his se­nior project at the UCLA film school

    and which had earned him the un­prece­dent­ed mark of A-​dou­ble-​plus.




    The tape was a dim­ly lit, slight­ly out-​of-​fo­cus se­ries of in­ter­views with

    pros­ti­tutes, drug deal­ers, and mug­gers, all of whom earnest­ly stat­ed for the cam­era that

    Reaganomics had driv­en them to crime.




    The net­work re­jec­tions had left him de­spon­dent for two days. Then he de­cid­ed that the

    prob­lem wasn’t his; it was the prob­lem of the three tele­vi­sion net­works. First, they

    weren’t ready yet for his hard­hit­ting brand of in­de­pen­dent jour­nal­ism; and sec­ond, they

    were in­creas­ing­ly un­der the con­trol of the evil gov­ern­ment in Wash­ing­ton, D.C.




    Fig­ur­ing out a way to blame his job­less­ness on Ronald Rea­gan in­stant­ly made Sam­my

    Kee feel bet­ter and it was then that he had his mas­ter idea. If the net­works would not hire

    him to prove how bad Amer­ica was, he would make him­self an over­seas cor­re­spon­dent and

    prove how good oth­er coun­tries were. Same church, dif­fer­ent door.




    And now Sam­my Kee had just such a sto­ry. All he had to do was to get it home and it would

    make him the biggest name in tele­vi­sion since Ger­al­do Rivera. Even big­ger than Rivera

    be­cause Sam­my had found some­thing more im­por­tant than emp­ty bot­tles in Al Capone’s old

    clos­et.




    But first he had to get back to the Unit­ed States, and he was be­gin­ning to think that

    might not be so easy.




    He had tried to reach the air­port but the beau­ti­ful Asian cap­ital city had been ringed

    by guards and on­ly an of­fi­cial pass would sat­is­fy them. Kee did not have a pass. All he

    had was a white cot­ton blouse and dirty trousers tied at the cuff with ragged blue rib­bons in

    the peas­ant style. But peas­ants were not wel­come in the cap­ital and they had turned him

    away with­out even ask­ing for his nonex­is­tent pass.




    So he had ducked un­der an old veg­etable truck wait­ing at the south-​road check­point and

    rid­den the axle in­to the city.




    He had not ex­pect­ed the city to be so beau­ti­ful. He had been told that it was

    com­plete­ly flat­tened by Amer­ican bombers thir­ty-​five years ago but it had been re­built

    from the dirt up. It sparkled. There were skyscrap­ers and mas­sive gov­ern­ment build­ings,

    scrubbed as if new, and hero­ic stat­ues stood in ev­ery square. The bland, flat face of the

    Great Lead­er stared down from posters and bill­boards like some sort of be­nign pan­cake

    god.




    But the city was al­so soul­less, Sam­my Kee dis­cov­ered af­ter crawl­ing out from un­der

    the veg­etable truck. Few peo­ple walked the streets. Lit­tle traf­fic hummed in the roads.

    Shops and restau­rants were stag­nant from lack of trade. Even the neon signs lacked col­or.

    And there were the sol­diers with the hard boy­ish faces and al­mond-​shaped eyes that one saw

    ev­ery­where in this cor­ner of Asia. On­ly they were more nu­mer­ous here.




    If on­ly he could have slipped past the sol­diers, hud­dled on ev­ery cor­ner in their green

    over­coats and fur caps, Sam­my Kee might have found a way out of the coun­try. But two of the

    sol­diers spot­ted his peas­ant garb near the Ko­ryo Ho­tel and shout­ed to him to stop. Sam­my

    im­me­di­ate­ly took flight.




    He did not know where he ran, on­ly that he took ev­ery cor­ner he came up­on. The heavy

    sound of their run­ning boots dogged his path, but Sam­my ran faster be­cause they were

    mo­ti­vat­ed by du­ty, but he by fear.




    On Tur­tle Street he saw a fa­mil­iar em­blem on the gate. A flag flut­tered on a pole. It

    was red. And be­hind the gate, the mas­sive white mar­ble of the Rus­sian em­bassy sat in the

    dark­ness like a sullen ghost.




    Sam­my ran to the gate. He looked back over his shoul­der.




    There was no sign of the sol­diers. Sam­my Kee felt his lunch, some ran­cid kim­chi he had

    found in a garbage can, rise in his esoph­agus. For the thou­sandth time he brushed a dirty

    hand against his trous­er leg, feel­ing the re­as­sur­ing hard plas­tic box un­der the white

    cot­ton. What was in that plas­tic would buy his life, his free­dom, and make him a star. lf he

    could get home.




    He hes­itat­ed be­fore the gate. Then the sound of a mil­itary whis­tle filled the

    neigh­bor­hood. Sam­my forced him­self to press the buzzer. On­ly the Rus­sians could pro­tect

    him, an Amer­ican in Py­ongyang, the cap­ital of the Peo­ple’s Demo­crat­ic Re­pub­lic of

    Ko­rea, where no Amer­ican had walked free since the Com­mu­nists took over forty years

    ear­li­er.




    Sam­my wiped a tear from his eye as he wait­ed. There was a man in a green uni­form com­ing

    to the gate. He looked white, which re­as­sured Sam­my Kee, even though he him­self was not

    white, but of Ko­re­an de­scent. Sam­my had been born in San Fran­cis­co.




    “What do you want?” the uni­formed man said in stiff, for­mal Ko­re­an. He was slight,

    blondish, like a mi­nor bu­reau­crat who had been draft­ed in­to mil­itary ser­vice. His most

    out­stand­ing fea­ture was a pair of horn-​rimmed glass­es. He was so non­de­script that

    peo­ple al­ways re­mem­bered the glass­es but not the face be­hind them.




    “I want po­lit­ical asy­lum,” Sam­my Kee said in En­glish. “I am an Amer­ican.”




    The Rus­sian looked as if he had been shot. The shock of hear­ing Kee’s ac­cent tight­ened

    his face. He pressed a hid­den switch and un­locked the gate. “Quick­ly,” the Rus­sian said,

    and when Sam­my Kee hes­itat­ed, he yanked the Amer­ican who looked like a dirty Ko­re­an

    peas­ant in­to the com­pound with such force that Sam­my Kee hit the pave­ment like a tack­led

    half­back.




    “Fool,” the Rus­sian said, tak­ing Sam­my by the arm and lift­ing him bod­ily. “If any of my

    Ko­re­an com­rades had caught you, I could not have stopped them from hav­ing you shot as a

    spy.”




    “I want to see the am­bas­sador,” said Sam­my Kee.




    “Lat­er. First, you will an­swer ques­tions. Who knows you are in this coun­try?”




    “No one.”




    “I mean, what Amer­icans know?”




    “No one. I came on my own.”




    The Rus­sian led Sam­my Kee in­to the base­ment of the So­vi­et com­pound. They went in

    through a side door ob­vi­ous­ly used for rub­bish dis­pos­al. Some­where a fur­nace is­sued a

    dull roar. The cor­ri­dor was lined with stone. But the doors were of wood. They looked more

    sub­stan­tial than the stone. The Rus­sian pushed Sam­my through one of them, lock­ing it

    be­hind them.




    It was an in­ter­ro­ga­tion room. That was ob­vi­ous. A sim­ple ta­ble sat un­der a cone of

    harsh too-​white light. The chairs were of un­com­fort­able wood.




    Sam­my Kee, sur­ren­der­ing to the sit­ua­tion, sat be­fore he was told to sit.




    “I am Colonel Vik­tor Ditko,” the Rus­sian said, and im­me­di­ate­ly Sam­my Kee knew that

    the man was KGB.




    Sam­my Kee start­ed to vol­un­teer his name, but the colonel snapped a ques­tion first.




    “How did you get in­to this coun­try?”




    “By the Yel­low Sea. A raft.”




    “From a sub­ma­rine?”




    “No. I left from South Ko­rea.”




    “Where did you beach?”




    “I don’t know. A vil­lage.”




    “How did you get to Py­ongyang?”




    “By train. From the rail­head at Changy­on.”




    The colonel nod­ded. Changy­on was less than one hun­dred miles south of Py­ongyang. Trains

    ran reg­ular­ly from Changy­on to Py­ongyang. Or as reg­ular­ly as any­thing ran in North

    Ko­rea. It was pos­si­ble for some­one with the right racial fea­tures and lo­cal cur­ren­cy to

    make such a trip, even if he was an Amer­ican, so long as he spoke a lit­tle Ko­re­an and kept

    to him­self.




    “You came to North Ko­rea by sea just to turn your­self over to us? You could have ap­plied

    for asy­lum in any West­ern na­tion. Our em­bassies are ev­ery­where.”




    “I didn’t come to North Ko­rea to ap­ply for asy­lum. I’m ap­ply­ing for asy­lum to get out

    of North Ko­rea. Alive.”




    “What, then?”




    “I came to see Sinan­ju with my own eyes.”




    “I have nev­er heard of it.”




    “It is a place on the West Ko­rea Bay. My grand­fa­ther told me of it.”




    “You are a spy, then,” Colonel Ditko said, think­ing that Sinan­ju must be a mil­itary

    in­stal­la­tion. “You ad­mit it?”




    “No. I am an Amer­ican jour­nal­ist.”




    “That is the same thing,” in­sist­ed Colonel Ditko. “You have come to this coun­try to spy

    in­to the se­crets of the mil­itary in­stal­la­tion at Sinan­ju.”




    “No. That isn’t it at all. Sinan­ju isn’t a mil­itary base. It’s a fish­ing vil­lage. The

    on­ly se­cret I found there isn’t Ko­re­an. It’s Amer­ican.”




    “Amer­ican?” sput­tered Colonel Vik­tor Ditko. “No Amer­ican has set foot in North Ko­rea in

    over forty years-​ex­cept as a pris­on­er.”




    “I have.”




    “What is the se­cret?”




    “I will tell that to the am­bas­sador when I ap­ply for asy­lum.”




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko un­hol­stered his pis­tol and cocked it.




    “You will tell me now. I will de­cide what the am­bas­sador hears, and from whom.”




    Sam­my Kee felt it all drain away at that mo­ment. The hope, the fear, the de­spair. All of

    it. He felt numb.




    “The proof is in my trousers.”




    “Bring it out-​slow­ly.”




    Sam­my Kee stood up and shook his tat­tered cot­ton trousers. Some­thing bulky slid down one

    trous­er leg and stopped at the cuff. Sam­my un­did the blue rib­bon and, bend­ing to catch

    what fell out, pro­duced a black plas­tic box.




    The colonel, who had seen many West­ern films in the pri­va­cy of his Moscow apart­ment

    thanks to the mir­acle of video recorders, rec­og­nized the ob­ject as a video cas­sette.




    He took the cas­sette ea­ger­ly. “This was record­ed where?”




    “In Sinan­ju,” Sam­my Kee said.




    “You will wait,” the colonel said, and locked the door be­hind him to make cer­tain that the

    or­der would be obeyed.




    Sam­my Kee broke down then. He blub­bered like a child. It had all gone wrong. In­stead of

    the So­vi­et am­bas­sador, he had fall­en in­to the hands of a KGB colonel. In­stead of

    bar­gain­ing for his free­dom, he was a pris­on­er of an am­bi­tious of­fi­cer. Prob­ably he

    would be shot in this very room with­in the hour.




    The KGB colonel was not long in re­turn­ing. Sam­my wiped his eyes on his sleeves and tried

    to sit up straight. He want­ed to crawl un­der the ta­ble in­stead.




    “This is a tape of a fish­ing vil­lage,” Colonel Ditko said.




    “Sinan­ju. I told you that.”




    “Most of this tape is of an old man, sit­ting on a rock, smok­ing a pipe, and dron­ing on

    and on.”




    “Didn’t you lis­ten to what was said?”




    “My Ko­re­an is not good. I am in this post less than a year.”




    “Then you don’t know.”




    “No. But you will tell me. Why would an Amer­ican jour­nal­ist risk his life and free­dom to

    pen­etrate North Ko­rea just to tape an old man’s life sto­ry?”




    “It wasn’t the old man’s life sto­ry. It wasn’t any­one’s life sto­ry. It was the sto­ry of

    hu­man civ­iliza­tion. All of the dy­nas­ties, and the pol­itics, and the great up­heavals in

    record­ed his­to­ry are a con­se­quence of what has been go­ing on in that lit­tle fish­ing

    vil­lage for five thou­sand years.”




    “Are you crazed?”




    “Let me start at the be­gin­ning.”




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko tossed the cas­sette on­to the plain ta­ble with a re­port like a

    gun­shot. He sat down slow­ly and fold­ed his wiry arms.




    “Start at the be­gin­ning, then.”




    “I was born in San Fran­cis­co. My par­ents were born there too.”




    “I do not need your life sto­ry.”




    “You wish to un­der­stand,” Sam­my Kee said.




    “Con­tin­ue then.”




    “My grand­fa­ther was born in Chongju, here in the north. When I was a boy, he used to sit

    me on his lap and tell me sto­ries of Ko­rea. Won­der­ful sto­ries. I can still hear his voice

    in my head. One of the sto­ries was of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “A feu­dal lord?”




    “No. You might call the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju a world pow­er of an­cient his­to­ry. He was

    nei­ther a king nor a prince. But he was re­spon­si­ble for shift­ing the bal­ance of pow­er

    among na­tions count­less times through­out record­ed his­to­ry. You might call him his­to­ry’s

    first su­per­pow­er.”




    “What has this fa­ble to do with your be­ing here?”




    “Ev­ery­thing. I thought it was a fa­ble too. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was an in­di­vid­ual

    of great wis­dom and pow­er, ac­cord­ing to my grand­fa­ther. He was not a sin­gle per­son, but

    an of­fice. Through­out his­to­ry there have been many Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. It was a

    po­si­tion hand­ed down from fa­ther to son, among a cer­tain fam­ily in the vil­lage of

    Sinan­ju. That fam­ily was known as the House of Sinan­ju, al­though Sinan­ju was not the

    fam­ily name.”




    “It is the name of the vil­lage,” the colonel said weari­ly.




    “But it was al­so some­thing else, ac­cord­ing to my grand­fa­ther. Sinan­ju was a

    dis­ci­pline, or a pow­er, tight­ly held by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and con­ferred through the

    fam­ily line. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju used this pow­er to en­force their will, but they nev­er

    used it to con­quer, or to steal. In­stead, they hired them­selves out to roy­al­ty as

    body­guards and as­sas­sins. Most­ly as as­sas­sins.”




    Some­thing stirred in the back of Colonel Vik­tor Ditko’s mind, a half-​mem­ory tak­ing

    shape from the ner­vous words of this fright­ened man. A fab­ulous sto­ry of Ori­en­tal

    war­riors who pos­sessed su­per­hu­man pow­ers. Where had he heard a sim­ilar tale?




    “What do you mean by pow­er?” he de­mand­ed.




    “My grand­fa­ther claimed that Sinan­ju was the orig­inal mar­tial art. It pre­dates karate,

    kung fu, and nin­jut­su by thou­sands of years. All lat­er forms of hand-​to-​hand fight­ing

    are copied from Sinan­ju. But Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, once they at­tain what is called the sun

    source, achieve men­tal and phys­ical per­fec­tion, be­com­ing su­per­nat­ural­ly swift and

    strong. Per­haps in­vin­ci­ble. Like gods.”




    “There are no gods,” said Colonel Vik­tor Ditko, who had learned in school that sci­ence was

    the on­ly le­git­imate ve­hi­cle for re­al­iz­ing mankind’s po­ten­tial.




    “The Mas­ters of Sinan­ju at­tend­ed the great courts of his­to­ry,” con­tin­ued Sam­my Kee.

    “They stood be­side the pharaohs of old Egypt. They top­pled thrones in an­cient Rome. They

    were the se­cret weapons of the Bor­gias, and of France’s lat­er kings. Who­ev­er hired them,

    pros­pered. Any who chal­lenged them, per­ished. So my grand­fa­ther said.”




    “So?” asked Ditko, try­ing to iso­late the mem­ory. Was it in Tashkent?




    “So this. My fa­ther claimed that the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju con­tin­ued to this day. They

    hadn’t worked as much in this cen­tu­ry be­cause of the two world wars, but the cur­rent

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju still lived in the vil­lage, guard­ing a fab­ulous trea­sure and keep­ing

    his­tor­ical records that ex­plained some of the great mys­ter­ies of the ages.”




    “The old man on the tape. He was the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?”




    “No. He was just a care­tak­er. But let me tell this sto­ry as it hap­pened.”




    “Do so.”




    “I loved that old tale of my grand­fa­ther’s, but I nev­er dreamed it had any ba­sis in

    fact. Un­til last year. I was in In­dia. I told you I was a jour­nal­ist. I was cov­er­ing the

    chem­ical dis­as­ter there, in Gup­ta.”




    “A hor­ri­ble tragedy. Caused by an Amer­ican chem­ical com­pa­ny. Amer­icans can’t be

    trust­ed with such things.”




    “I was in­ter­view­ing a cab­inet min­is­ter about the tragedy,” Kee said. “At first, the

    min­is­ter didn’t want to talk to me be­cause I was an Amer­ican, but when he learned I had

    Ko­re­an par­ents, he changed his mind. Ko­re­ans and In­di­ans had deep his­tor­ical ties, he

    told me. I had no idea what he was talk­ing about at the time. I did my sto­ry, but no­body

    bought it and I de­cid­ed to stay in In­dia.”




    “A mis­take,” said Colonel Ditko. He had gone to In­dia once. When he had stepped off the

    plane, the smell had hit him like a thick hot wall. Even in the mod­ern air ter­mi­nal, the

    mix­ture of chaos and filth was over­pow­er­ing. He im­me­di­ate­ly re­board­ed the Aeroflot

    jet and re­turned home, lat­er send­ing a sub­or­di­nate to fin­ish the task as­signed to him.

    As pun­ish­ment, he had been giv­en the worst as­sign­ments in the KGB and ro­tat­ed of­ten.

    North Ko­rea was on­ly the lat­est odi­ous post Colonel Vik­tor Ditko suf­fered in.




    “I be­came friend­ly with the min­is­ter,” Sam­my said. “I ques­tioned him about his

    re­mark, about the deep ties be­tween In­dia and Ko­rea. It was then he whis­pered a word I

    hadn’t heard since child­hood. The word was Sinan­ju.”




    “I see,” said Colonel Ditko, who did not see at all.




    “The min­is­ter told me that In­dia had been one of the great­est clients for the Mas­ters

    of Sinan­ju. Sinan­ju was still high­ly re­gard­ed in their halls of pow­er, even though no

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had worked for an In­di­an po­ten­tate in gen­er­ations. We com­pared

    sto­ries. This man had heard vir­tu­al­ly iden­ti­cal sto­ries. He con­firmed that the cur­rent

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju still lived, and had ac­tu­al­ly vis­it­ed In­dia on­ly months be­fore. The

    min­is­ter didn’t know the de­tails. It was very se­cret. But the vis­it some­how in­volved the

    Unit­ed States.”




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko bolt­ed up­right in his chair. It creaked.




    “In­volved. How?”




    “I don’t know. That didn’t in­ter­est me so much at the time. But the jour­nal­is­tic

    pos­si­bil­ities did. Here was a miss­ing piece of his­to­ry. A se­cret in­ter­na­tion­al

    pow­er that ran through his­to­ry like an in­vis­ible thread, touch­ing ev­ery­thing, but

    record­ed by no his­to­ry book. Ex­cept the one main­tained by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I

    de­cid­ed to go to Sinan­ju.”




    For the first time, Colonel Ditko nod­ded in un­der­stand­ing. “You wished to steal the

    trea­sure,” he said.




    “No. For the sto­ry. This was one of the great jour­nal­is­tic sto­ries of the cen­tu­ry-​of

    any cen­tu­ry.”




    There was that word again, thought Colonel Ditko, “jour­nal­is­tic.” It must be some

    Amer­ican syn­onym for “es­pi­onage.”




    “You want­ed the se­cret of Sinan­ju for your­self.”




    “No. I want­ed to tell the world about Sinan­ju, its his­to­ry, its ef­fect on

    his­to­ry.”




    “Tell the world? You had in­side in­for­ma­tion on this great se­cret and you want­ed to

    tell oth­ers?”




    “Yes, of course. I am a jour­nal­ist.”




    “No, you are a fool. This is very valu­able in­for­ma­tion. If true, the coun­try which

    em­ploys the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could be very pow­er­ful. But on­ly if this is done in

    se­cret.”




    “Ex­act­ly. It is be­ing done in se­cret.”




    “I do not un­der­stand.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju isn’t in re­tire­ment. He is op­er­at­ing in the mod­ern world,

    just as his an­ces­tors al­ways have. It’s all on the tape. The old man I spoke to told me

    ev­ery­thing.”




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko felt a chill course up his spine. The room, al­ready cool, seemed

    cold­er still. He knew what the Ko­re­an-​Amer­ican was lead­ing up to. And the knowl­edge

    parched his tongue. He had nev­er been so fright­ened by some­thing that it dried the juices in

    his mouth. But at this mo­ment, Colonel Vik­tor Ditko’s tongue sat like a wad of dog hair in

    his mouth.




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is work­ing for the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica,” the younger man

    said.




    “This is on the tape?” Ditko de­mand­ed.




    “Pre­cise­ly,” Sam­my Kee said.




    “And you want what?” Colonel Ditko asked.




    “I want to get back to Amer­ica. So I can put this sto­ry on tele­vi­sion.”




    “Why do you wish to harm your coun­try?”




    Sam­my Kee looked sur­prised. “I don’t wish to harm my coun­try. I love my coun­try. That’s

    why I want to im­prove it.” He smiled hope­ful­ly; sure­ly this so­phis­ti­cat­ed Rus­sian

    would un­der­stand that.




    “You are an id­iot,” Ditko said. “Why did you not leave the coun­try the way you

    en­tered?”




    “When I went back to the place where I buried my raft, it wasn’t there. I was chased by

    sol­diers but I got away. Now I can’t get out of the coun­try. With­out an iden­ti­ty card, I

    can’t get food. I haven’t eat­en in days. I just want to get home and live in peace.”




    “I see,” said Colonel Ditko, who un­der­stood that an emp­ty stom­ach some­times spoke

    loud­er than a man’s loy­al­ty.




    “Now may I see the am­bas­sador?” Sam­my Kee asked.




    “You re­al­ize that this is not true proof. It is just an old man telling sto­ries. No more

    cred­ible than your grand­fa­ther.”




    “Sinan­ju is there. You can see it for your­self. The trea­sure house is there. I saw

    it.”




    “You saw the trea­sure?”




    Sam­my shook his head. “No, on­ly the trea­sure house. It was sealed and I was told that the

    hand that un­sealed it would stran­gle its own throat if that hand were not of Sinan­ju.”




    “And you let an old man’s warn­ing stop you?”




    “That old man’s warn­ing chilled me to my mar­row.” Ditko shrugged.




    “There may be some­thing in what you say. I, too, have heard tales some­thing like what you

    speak of, in one of our Asian re­publics. If the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ex­ists and is an

    Amer­ican agent, this could mean much.”




    “I want to make a deal with the am­bas­sador. Please.”




    “Id­iot! This is too great for an am­bas­sador. If this is what you say, I must de­liv­er

    this tape to Moscow in per­son.”




    “Take me with you, then.”




    “No. Un­der­stand me, Amer­ican. You live or die at my whim. First, you will tran­scribe the

    words con­tained on your tape. In Ko­re­an, and in En­glish.”




    “I’m nev­er go­ing to see the am­bas­sador, am I?” asked Sam­my Kee, who broke in­to tears

    again.




    “Of course not. Your dis­cov­ery will be my pass­port out of this back­ward coun­try.

    Per­haps to great rank and re­spon­si­bil­ity. I will not share it with any­one out­side the

    Polit­buro.”




    “What about me?”




    “I will de­cide lat­er. If you set foot out­side this room, I will turn you over to the

    mil­itary po­lice. They will shoot you as a spy. Or I may shoot you my­self.”




    “I am an Amer­ican cit­izen. These things don’t hap­pen to Amer­ican cit­izens,” Kee

    said.




    “Not in Amer­ica, young man. But you are in North Ko­rea now and the rules are

    dif­fer­ent.”




    Ditko left the room and Sam­my Kee be­gan to weep. He knew he would nev­er see San

    Fran­cis­co again.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he had re­turned to De­troit to de­stroy an Amer­ican

    in­sti­tu­tion.




    In any oth­er city in Amer­ica, ar­son was not an in­sti­tu­tion, but a crime. How­ev­er, in

    De­troit, since the 1960’s, the in­sti­tu­tion known as Dev­il’s Night had re­sult­ed in

    de­struc­tion of prop­er­ty on­ly a lit­tle less cost­ly than the fire­bomb­ing of the Ger­man

    city of Dres­den dur­ing World War II.




    Dev­il’s Night had start­ed as a Hal­loween prank, when trick-​or-​treaters had torched a

    row of ware­hous­es. Be­cause the ware­hous­es were aban­doned, no one took the ar­son

    se­ri­ous­ly. But then it was re­peat­ed the next year. And ev­ery year af­ter. The torch­ings

    grew in­to a De­troit tra­di­tion, and when the city ran out of ware­hous­es and oth­er

    aban­doned build­ings in the ear­ly 1970’s, the tra­di­tion spilled over in­to res­iden­tial

    ar­eas. Then peo­ple be­gan to wor­ry. By that time it was too late. The an­imals had been

    al­lowed to run free too long. Now Dev­il’s Night was an in­sti­tu­tion, and no one was safe in

    De­troit on Hal­loween night.




    This year the city coun­cil of De­troit had in­sti­tut­ed a dusk-​to-​dawn cur­few. It was

    an un­prece­dent­ed move. Cur­fews, Re­mo had al­ways thought, were stuff you found in ba­nana

    re­publics. Walk­ing down the de­sert­ed streets of De­troit, it made him an­gry that a ma­jor

    Amer­ican city would be re­duced to this, just be­cause of a small law­less mi­nor­ity.




    “This is bar­bar­ic,” Re­mo said to his com­pan­ion. Re­mo was a trim, good-​look­ing man

    with deep-​set dark eyes and high cheek­bones. He wore black. Black slacks and a T-​shirt.

    There was noth­ing un­usu­al about him ex­cept for his strange­ly thick wrists and the fact

    that he moved like a dark pan­ther. His feet, hap­pen­ing to walk across the wind­blown pages

    of a dis­card­ed news­pa­per, did not raise even a crin­kle of sound.




    “This is Amer­ica,” said Re­mo’s com­pan­ion. He did not wear black. He wore smoke-​gray

    silk, trimmed with pink, in the form of a ki­mono. “Bar­barism is its nat­ural state. But

    tonight is very pleas­ing. I can­not put my fin­ger on it, but it is very pleas­ant here-​for a

    dirty Amer­ican city.”




    “We’re the on­ly ones out in the en­tire freak­ing city,” Re­mo said.




    “We are the on­ly ones who count,” said Chi­un, the lat­est in the un­bro­ken line of

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. His shiny head, adorned with white wisps of hair above each ear, came

    on­ly to Re­mo’s shoul­der. His parch­ment face was a hap­py web of wrin­kles, dom­inat­ed by

    bright eyes. They were a clear hazel, and they made him seem younger than his eighty-​plus

    years.




    “This isn’t the way it should be, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said, stop­ping at a street

    cor­ner. No traf­fic moved. There were no pedes­tri­ans. Ev­ery store­front was dark. In some

    of them, the dim fig­ures of store­own­ers wait­ed and watched. Re­mo saw a shot­gun in one

    man’s arm.




    “When I was a kid, Hal­loween wasn’t like this.”




    “No?” squeaked Chi­un. “What was it like?”




    “Kids walked the streets safe­ly. We went house to house in our trick-​or-​treat out­fits,

    and ev­ery porch was lit. We didn’t have to be kept in­doors be­cause par­ents were afraid of

    ra­zor blades in ap­ples or Val­ium hid­den in choco­late bars. And we didn’t set fire to

    build­ings. At worst, we threw rot­ten eggs at peo­ple’s win­dows if they were too stingy to

    give us can­dy.”




    “You were a child ex­tor­tion­ist, Re­mo. Why am I not sur­prised?”




    “Hal­loween is an Amer­ican tra­di­tion.”




    “I like si­lence bet­ter,” said Chi­un. “Let us walk down this street next.”




    “Why this one?” asked Re­mo.




    “Hu­mor me.”




    Re­mo heard the clink­ing of met­al against stone be­fore he had tak­en three steps.




    “This may be them,” Re­mo whis­pered. “The ar­son­ists Smith sent us to find.”




    “Were you an ar­son­ist as a child too?”




    “No, I was an or­phan.”




    “A fine thing to say to one who has been as your fa­ther.”




    “Cut it out, Chi­un. I don’t want to spook these guys.”




    “I will wait here, then. Alone. Like an or­phan.”




    Re­mo slid up against the brick wall of a ten­ement build­ing in down­town De­troit. The

    wall was smudged black from a fire years be­fore. The dead smell of burned things still clung

    to the build­ing. The sounds were com­ing from an al­ley around the cor­ner. There were three

    fig­ures kneel­ing back in­side the al­ley, on­ly dim out­lines in the col­or­less moon­light.

    To Re­mo, whose eyes had been trained to gath­er up and in­ten­si­fy any avail­able light, the

    scene was as bright as if he had been watch­ing a black-​and-​white tele­vi­sion pic­ture. He

    watched silent­ly.




    “You lose,” said one of the youths in a small voice. Re­mo caught the flash and clink of a

    pen­ny bounc­ing off brick.




    “What are you guys do­ing?” Re­mo asked sud­den­ly, us­ing the same au­thor­ita­tive voice

    that, in the days when he was a beat pa­trol­man, was as im­por­tant as his sidearm.




    The three teenagers jumped as one.




    “Pitch­ing pen­nies,” one of them said. “What’s it to you?”




    “I didn’t know any­one pitched pen­nies any­more,” Re­mo said in sur­prise.




    “We do.”




    “I can see that,” Re­mo said. The sight took him back to his child­hood, in Newark, New

    Jer­sey. He had pitched pen­nies all over Newark, even though Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet of Saint

    There­sa’s Or­phan­age warned him that it was a sin­ful waste of time as well as pen­nies which

    could help feed the poor.




    “Don’t you guys know there’s a cur­few on tonight? You could all go to jail.”




    “Don’t make me laugh,” the old­est of the three said. “We’re un­der­age. They don’t send

    kids to jail.” He had black hair cut in a punk chop and wore a stud­ded col­lar around his pale

    throat. The leg­end “CTHUL­HU RULES” was writ­ten with red Mag­ic Mark­er across the front of

    his dun­ga­ree jack­et. Re­mo fig­ured Cthul­hu must be a new punk rock group.




    “Okay. Let me show you how we used to pitch pen­nies in Newark.”




    Re­mo dug in­to his pock­et, pro­duc­ing a few brown coins.




    “The ob­ject of the game is to pitch the pen­nies so they bounce as close to the wall as

    pos­si­ble, right?” Re­mo said.




    “I usu­al­ly win,” the first youth boast­ed.




    “Watch this.” Re­mo set him­self and let fly.




    There came a sound like an ice pick be­ing driv­en through con­crete. In the dim light, a

    black hole ap­peared in the brick wall.




    “Rad!” the three teenagers said at once.




    “Too hard,” com­plained Re­mo. “I’d bet­ter light­en up.” He fired again.




    This time the pen­ny bounced off the wall and knocked over a garbage can. A gray rat ran for

    its life.




    “Hey! Show us how to do that.”




    “Are you kid­ding?” Re­mo said. “I’m not do­ing it right. Let me try again.”




    This time Re­mo’s coin hit the wall with­out a sound, hung flat against the brick for an

    im­pos­si­ble mo­ment, and slid down to land on its edge, Lin­coln’s pro­file flush to the

    wall.




    “Wow!” cried the young man, his face light­ing up. “You’ll nev­er do that again in a

    mil­lion years!”




    “Watch this,” said Re­mo. And he pitched three pen­nies so fast that they seemed to strike

    the wall at once. All three land­ed on their edges, so there were four shiny new pen­nies in a

    row.




    “Your turn,” Re­mo of­fered, grin­ning.




    “No way,” said the boy. “You win. Teach us to do that.”




    “If I did that, you’d all be equal, and then what good would play­ing each oth­er be?”




    “We’d play against oth­er kids.”




    “I’ll think about it. But why don’t you kids go home?”




    “Come on, man. It’s Hal­loween.”




    “Not in De­troit,” Re­mo said sad­ly.




    “Who are you, mis­ter?”




    “The Ghost of Hal­loween Past,” said Re­mo. “Now shoo.”




    Re­luc­tant­ly, the trio shooed.




    “Just kids,” Re­mo said as he re­joined Chi­un, who stood with his long-​nailed hands tucked

    in­to his fold­ed sleeves.




    Chi­un snort­ed. “Ju­ve­nile gam­blers.”




    “You nev­er pitched pen­nies as a kid,” Re­mo said. “You wouldn’t un­der­stand. They sor­ta

    re­mind me of my­self when I was young.”




    “In that we are in agree­ment,” said Chi­un, point­ing. Re­mo fol­lowed Chi­un’s fin­ger

    with his eyes.




    The three pen­ny-​pitch­ers were set­ting fire to a trash­can in front of a gro­cery store.

    They tipped the flam­ing con­tents in­to the door­way.




    “Per­haps you could lend them some match­es,” of­fered Chi­un.




    “Damn,” said Re­mo, tak­ing off af­ter them.




    The kids scat­tered when they saw Re­mo com­ing. The wood­en door of the gro­cery start­ed

    to catch. Re­mo stopped, for a mo­ment un­cer­tain whether to con­tin­ue to give chase or to

    stop the fire. He couldn’t af­ford not to do both.




    Re­mo dug out a pen­ny from his pock­et, and sight­ing on the back of the one boy’s

    ex­plod­ing hair­do, gave it a flip. Re­mo didn’t stop to look at the re­sult. He scooped up

    the burn­ing trash bar­rel in both hands, held it light­ly but firm­ly in the pads of his hands

    so the heat did not burn his fin­gers. He could do that. It was sec­ond na­ture by now.




    Re­mo capped the burn­ing rub­bish with the trash­can, just as an oil-​well fire is capped.

    When he pulled the can away, the pile smol­dered, but that was all. He beat the flames from the

    door with his foot.




    There was still a bit of fire at the bot­tom of the can. Re­mo squeezed the bar­rel. It bent

    in the mid­dle like an alu­minum beer can, even though it was cor­ru­gat­ed steel, and gave out

    a screech like a trash com­pactor. Re­mo kept squeez­ing and shap­ing. The trash­can be­came a

    ball. Re­mo sent it rolling with a kick.




    Ca­su­al­ly, with the as­ton­ished faces of sev­er­al store pro­pri­etors star­ing at him

    from be­hind grimy and steel-​gat­ed store­fronts, Re­mo walked up to the youth’s prone

    form.




    There was a lump on the back of his head. His face was mushed against the pave­ment. A bent

    pen­ny lay be­side his cheek.




    Re­mo picked the kid up by the col­lar of his jack­et and slapped his face once, hard. The

    kid made a Wfaahh sound and asked what hap­pened in a drug­gy voice.




    “There’s a new sher­iff in town,” Re­mo growled. “I’m it.”




    “What did you hit me with, a crow­bar?”




    Re­mo pro­duced a pen­ny be­tween fore­fin­ger and thumb with a bit of sleight of hand. He

    held the pen­ny up to the boy’s widen­ing eyes. The kid had nev­er seen any­thing so

    fright­en­ing as that pen­ny in his young life. He looked about fif­teen.




    “Get the pic­ture?” asked Re­mo.




    “Get it away from me! You can’t threat­en me like this. It’s il­le­gal.”




    “Threat­en? Kid, I’m just show­ing you the joys of nu­merol­ogy.”




    “Which?”




    “Coin col­lect­ing.”




    “That’s nu­mis­mat­ics. Nu­merol­ogy is about num­bers,” the boy said.




    “In my league, kid, it’s both. The coin means your num­ber is up.” And Re­mo touched the

    pen­ny to the kid’s shiny nose. He screamed, even though Re­mo made on­ly light con­tact.




    “What do you want?”




    “Are you part of this Dev­il’s Night thing?”




    “This is my first year. Hon­est. The trash­can was the first time for me.”




    “I be­lieve you,” Re­mo said. “Any­one who pitch­es pen­nies in the eight­ies can’t be all

    bad. But if you want a break, you got­ta be straight with me.”




    “Yessir!”




    “Good at­ti­tude. I want the names of ev­ery­one you know who ev­er set fires on Dev­il’s

    Night. This year, last year, any year. Any­body you know.”




    “What for?”




    “I’m go­ing to do coin tricks for them. Nu­mis­mat­ics, re­mem­ber?”




    “Coin tricks is pres­tidig­ita­tion.”




    “When I want smart an­swers, I’ll tug on your leash,” said Re­mo.




    “Yessir,” said the boy, fin­ger­ing his stud­ded col­lar. “On­ly try­ing to be help­ful,

    sir.”




    “The names.”




    “You don’t want a whole bunch of names. You want to know one name.”




    “One name?”




    “Yeah. Moe Joak­ley’s. He’s the guy be­hind Dev­il’s Night.”




    “One guy? Dev­il’s Night has been go­ing for twen­ty years.”




    “Moe Joak­ley. He start­ed it. He keeps it go­ing.”




    “Why?”




    “Who knows? He helps kids to set fires on Hal­loween. That’s all I know. You go up to his

    place, he gives you a bot­tle of gas and a book of match­es. It’s sor­ta like Hal­loween, in

    re­verse.”




    “It’s sor­ta like in­san­ity,” said Re­mo grim­ly. “This Joak­ley. Where do I find him?”




    “He’s on Wood­lawn Street.” He gave Re­mo the num­ber.




    “Kid, if I let you off with a boot in the pants, will you go home and stay there?”




    “Yessir.”




    “Be­cause if you don’t, I’m go­ing to re­vive an­oth­er tra­di­tion. Pen­nies on a dead

    man’s eyes. On­ly they won’t be on your eyes. They’ll be in your eyes.” The youth had a flash

    of stum­bling home with two cop­per coins where his wide blue eyes were. Home looked great just

    then. Maybe he’d be back in time for Mi­ami Vice. He didn’t walk. He ran.




    “I think I straight­ened that kid out, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said as he re­joined

    Chi­un.




    “Do not speak to me,” Chi­un said huffi­ly. “You are an or­phan. You have no

    rel­atives.”




    “I’m go­ing to call Smith,” Re­mo said, ig­nor­ing Chi­un’s dig. “These ar­sons have all

    been the work of one fire­bug.”




    “Give my re­gards to the Em­per­or Smith and ask him if he has any more inane er­rands for

    us to run.”




    “That’s what I want to know too,” Re­mo said, duck­ing in­to a smoke-​black­ened tele­phone

    booth.




    In the more than a dozen years that Re­mo had been work­ing for Dr. Harold W. Smith, the two

    had at­tempt­ed to work out a work­able com­mu­ni­ca­tions link for when Re­mo was out in the

    field. This lat­est sys­tem, Dr. Smith had as­sured Re­mo, was ut­ter­ly fool­proof.




    Re­mo had on­ly to punch in a con­tin­uous 1. Smith had picked that num­ber be­cause it was

    the first num­ber and there­fore eas­ily re­mem­bered. It didn’t mat­ter how many times Re­mo

    pressed 1. Press­ing 1 more than sev­en times was enough to set the rout­ing se­quencer in

    mo­tion. Be­fore, Smith had told Re­mo to press 1 a spe­cif­ic num­ber of times. But Re­mo kept

    for­get­ting how many times and Smith had start­ed get­ting wrong num­bers from

    three-​year-​olds play­ing with their home phones. So Smith had made it a con­tin­uous 1.




    When Re­mo got Smith on the first try, Re­mo was amazed. Smith was an­noyed. For se­cu­ri­ty

    pur­pos­es, the call was rout­ed through to Di­ver­non, Illi­nois, mi­crowaved up to a

    geosyn­chronous satel­lite, down­linked to Lubec, Maine, and re­layed by fiberop­tic ca­ble to

    an ob­scure in­sti­tu­tion in Rye, New York, known as Fol­croft San­itar­ium, where it rang a

    se­cure phone at Smith’s desk.




    All those switch­es dis­tort­ed Re­mo’s voice al­most be­yond recog­ni­tion.




    “Smit­ty?”




    “Who is this?” de­mand­ed Dr. Harold W. Smith in a voice so lemo­ny it could be sold as air

    fresh­en­er.




    “Re­mo.”




    “You don’t sound like Re­mo,” Smith said sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “Blame the phone com­pa­ny. It’s me.”




    “Iden­ti­fy your­self, if you are Re­mo.”




    “Sure. I’m Re­mo. Sat­is­fied? Or do you want me to hold a cred­it card up to the lit­tle

    holes on the re­ceiv­er?” Re­mo snarled.




    “Okay, it’s you,” said Smith, who rec­og­nized Re­mo’s in­sub­or­di­na­tion, if not his

    voice. “Is a cer­tain per­son with you?”




    “You mean Chi­un?”




    “Good. That was a dou­ble check. I ac­cept your iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.”




    “If you’re through,” Re­mo said im­pa­tient­ly, “I want to re­port.”




    “Have you neu­tral­ized the sit­ua­tion in De­troit?”




    “Not yet. Lis­ten, Smit­ty. It’s all kids do­ing this.”




    “That was our un­der­stand­ing. That’s why I in­struct­ed you not to kill any­one un­less

    ab­so­lute­ly nec­es­sary. Your job is to fright­en them off the streets and crush this

    ac­tiv­ity once and for all.”




    “That could take all night. But there’s a bet­ter way to go, Smit­ty. I found out one

    per­son is re­spon­si­ble for these fires. An adult. A guy named Moe Joak­ley.”




    “What is your source?”




    “I caught a lit­tle fire­bug in the act. He told me.”




    “And you be­lieved him. A teenag­er?”




    “He seemed hon­est.”




    “Ex­cept for set­ting fires, is that what you are say­ing?” Smith said bit­ter­ly.




    “Look, Smit­ty. Don’t go in­to a snit too. Chi­un is on my case. He’s get­ting tired of this

    road­show. You’ve been send­ing us hith­er and yon, catch­ing em­bez­zlers and fright­en­ing

    shoplifters all over Amer­ica. I thought we were in busi­ness to do more than pinch

    jay­walk­ers.”




    “We are,” Smith said. “But things are very qui­et right now. There hasn’t been any­thing big

    for you in three months.”




    “So we’re out swat­ting flies in­stead of va­ca­tion­ing?”




    “This Dev­il’s Night is a big prob­lem, Re­mo. It’s been go­ing on for years, but we’ve

    nev­er had you and Chi­un avail­able on Hal­loween Eve be­fore this. This is the per­fect

    op­por­tu­ni­ty for us to nip this in the bud.”




    Re­mo looked out in­to the night. Fire en­gines screamed in the dis­tance. They seemed to be

    ev­ery­where-​or try­ing to be ev­ery­where in De­troit.




    “I don’t call try­ing to put out these fires af­ter twen­ty years of mob rule ‘nip­ping in

    the bud’ ex­act­ly,” Re­mo said acid­ly. “It’s go­ing in with de­fo­liants af­ter the for­est

    has burned to the ground.”




    “Call it what you will. It’s your job, Re­mo. But you may be get­ting your va­ca­tion very

    soon.”




    “Are you sure you don’t want to send me and Chi­un out to pa­trol the Mex­ican bor­der for

    il­le­gal grape pick­ers af­ter this?”




    “Re­mo,” Smith said sud­den­ly. “We may be win­ning.”




    “What do you mean ‘we’? You’re not ‘we.’ I’m on the front lines while you’re sit­ting on

    your ass be­hind your com­put­ers press­ing keys.”




    “Re­mo, the lack of big as­sign­ments these past few months may sig­nal the be­gin­ning of

    the end of Amer­ica’s need for CURE. At least, on the do­mes­tic front. The Mafia is on the

    run. Most of the big boss­es are be­hind bars or un­der in­dict­ment. Cor­po­rate crimes have

    been cur­tailed. Drug use is de­clin­ing. Crime statis­tics are down all over. I think the word

    is fi­nal­ly out: crime doesn’t pay.”




    “Re­al­ly? You should vis­it De­troit. It’s a city held hostage. And the guy re­spon­si­ble

    has been get­ting away with it for a long, long time. His name is Moe Joak­ley.”




    “Just a mo­ment,” Smith said ab­sent­ly. Re­mo could hear the busy sound of Smith’s fin­gers

    at a key­board. “Re­mo. Lis­ten to this: Moe Joak­ley, thir­ty-​eight years old, born in

    De­troit, un­mar­ried, for­mer state as­sem­bly­man.”




    “That sounds like the guy.”




    “If what you’ve learned is true, we can end Dev­il’s Night tonight.”




    “Joak­ley’s turned out his last kid fire­bug,” Re­mo promised. “You can count on it.”




    “Good. Con­tact me when your as­sign­ment is ful­filled.”




    “That’ll be with­in the hour. I can’t wait to get out of De­troit. It’s got some bad

    mem­ories for me.”




    Smith, re­mem­ber­ing that Re­mo’s last ma­jor as­sign­ment was in De­troit, said, “I

    un­der­stand.” Re­mo had been as­signed to pro­tect De­troit’s au­to ex­ec­utives from an

    as­sas­sin. For a while, Re­mo had be­lieved that the as­sas­sin was his own lost fa­ther. Now

    Re­mo knew dif­fer­ent, but the ex­pe­ri­ence had re­opened a wound that Smith had thought

    healed over long ago.




    “Any luck on the search?” Re­mo asked.




    “I am work­ing on it. I promise you,” Smith said. “But it’s an im­mense task. We know

    noth­ing about your par­ents, Re­mo. Whether they were mar­ried. Whether they are dead or

    alive. There are no records. This is one rea­son we chose you as our en­force­ment arm.”




    ” ‘Ev­ery life casts a shad­ow,’ as Chi­un likes to say,” Re­mo told Smith.




    “But shad­ows don’t leave tracks.”




    “That sounds fa­mil­iar. Who said that?”




    “Chi­un. In an­oth­er con­text.”




    “He’s got an an­swer for ev­ery­thing,” Re­mo growled, and hung up.




    Chi­un was still there when Re­mo left the phone booth. His head was cocked like an

    in­quis­itive swal­low’s, his eyes fixed on some in­def­inite point in the night sky.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, an­swer me a ques­tion. If ev­ery life casts a shad­ow, but shad­ows don’t

    leave tracks, what is the les­son?”




    “The les­son is that words mean what you want them to mean. And do not dis­turb me, or­phan.

    I am con­tem­plat­ing the ris­ing of the sun.”




    “Huh?” said Re­mo. “It’s not even mid­night.”




    “Then what is that pink glow be­yond yon build­ing?” Re­mo looked up. There was a pink glow.

    As he watched, it grew red­der, with flick­ers of or­ange and yel­low shoot­ing through. Smoke

    boiled up.




    “Fire,” Re­mo said. “Come on.”




    “Are we fire­men now?” de­mand­ed Chi­un. But when he saw that Re­mo was run­ning with­out

    him, Chi­un lift­ed the hem of his ki­mono and ran like an os­trich.




    “You are run­ning with a spe­cial grace tonight,” Chi­un said when he caught up.




    “Thank you.”




    “A grace like a fat la­dy sit­ting on a cat,” Chi­un added. “Save the com­pli­ment. Your

    mind is not on your breath­ing. I am glad there is no one about to see how the next Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju wheezes. Not that I care what whites think of you. It is im­por­tant they do not judge

    Sinan­ju by your ex­am­ple, but by mine.”




    “Blow it out your back­side.”




    And, their pleas­antries ex­changed, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his pupil con­cen­trat­ed

    on their run­ning. If there had been any­one with a stop­watch on hand, they would have been

    clocked at over nine­ty miles per hour.




    It was a wood frame build­ing. The first floor was al­most com­plete­ly in­volved. Fire shot

    out of ev­ery win­dow. It roared.




    On the up­per floor, peo­ple hung out of the win­dows. A fam­ily. There were three chil­dren

    that Re­mo could see. Smoke was pour­ing out be­hind them, forc­ing them to hang their up­per

    bod­ies out the win­dows just to gulp in breath­able air.




    “Help us! Help us!” they cried.




    A crowd stood help­less on the side­walk. Re­mo and Chi­un shoved through them. The heat was

    in­tense. Re­mo felt the slight film of sweat from his run sud­den­ly evap­orate.




    “I’m go­ing in, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “The smoke, Re­mo,” Chi­un warned.




    “I can han­dle it,” Re­mo said.




    “I doubt that. I am com­ing with you.”




    “No. Stay here. We wouldn’t be able to car­ry them back through that smoke. When I get to

    the sec­ond floor, I’ll throw them down. You catch them.”




    “Be care­ful, my son.”




    Re­mo put a hand on Chi­un’s shoul­der and looked down in­to the old man’s young eyes. The

    bond be­tween them had grown great and the warmth of it made Re­mo smile. “I’ll see you lat­er,

    Lit­tle Fa­ther.” And Re­mo was gone.




    Fire was a bad thing, Chi­un knew. But Sinan­ju knew how to deal with fire. For what

    con­cerned Chi­un was not flames, but the thick bil­lows of smoke as­cend­ing in­to the sky.

    Smoke robbed the breath, and in Sinan­ju, the breath was all. It was the fo­cus­ing point for

    the sun source that was Sinan­ju, first and great­est of the mar­tial arts.




    Re­mo ran with his eyes closed. His vi­sion would be use­less once he was in­side, he knew.

    In­stead he con­cen­trat­ed on charg­ing his lungs with air. He took in the oxy­gen

    rhyth­mi­cal­ly, feel­ing for his cen­ter, at­tun­ing him­self to the uni­ver­sal forces that

    en­abled him to achieve to­tal har­mo­ny with­in him­self. This was Sinan­ju. That was what

    Re­mo had be­come un­der Chi­un’s tute­lage.




    As he raced for the open, smoke-​gorged front door, Re­mo seemed to see it all un­fold

    be­fore his mind’s eyes.




    Re­mo had been a beat cop in Newark. Just a foot-​slog­ging young pa­trol­man with a tour of

    du­ty in Viet­nam be­hind him. No one spe­cial. In fact, less spe­cial than most, be­cause he

    had no fam­ily. His name was Re­mo Williams, but af­ter a black dope push­er had been found

    mur­dered, Re­mo’s badge con­ve­nient­ly be­side the body, Re­mo’s name be­came mud. Re­mo knew

    noth­ing about it. His badge had sim­ply dis­ap­peared one night while he slept. The next

    morn­ing he was be­ing fin­ger­print­ed at his own precinct, and none of his fel­low cops could

    meet his eyes.




    The tri­al was swift. Po­lit­ical­ly, the city want­ed to bury this rogue cop who had

    beat­en a black to death. It was a time of great so­cial con­scious­ness, and Re­mo’s rights

    seemed to be the on­ly ones that didn’t mat­ter. Re­mo could re­mem­ber his lawyer try­ing to

    make a case for in­san­ity by rea­son of sleep­walk­ing. Re­mo had re­fused to lie on the

    stand. He’d nev­er walked in his sleep in his life.




    They sen­tenced Re­mo to the elec­tric chair. Just like that. Re­mo knew he was in­no­cent.

    It didn’t mat­ter. His friends turned their backs on him. No one vis­it­ed him on death row.

    Ex­cept for the Ca­puchin monk in brown robes. The monk had asked Re­mo a sim­ple

    ques­tion:




    “Do you want to save your soul or your ass?”




    And he had giv­en Re­mo a black pill to bite down on just be­fore they strapped him in the

    chair and clamped the met­al hel­met, a wire lead­ing out the top, to his shaven head.




    Thanks to the pill, Re­mo was un­con­scious when they pulled the switch. When he woke up

    there were elec­tri­cal burns on his wrists. At first, Re­mo thought he was dead.




    He was as­sured that he was, but that he shouldn’t let it get in his way. The as­sur­ance

    came from the monk in the brown cas­sock, on­ly now he was in a three-​piece suit, a hook

    stick­ing out of his left cuff. In the man’s good hand there was a pho­to­graph of a

    tomb­stone. Re­mo saw his own name cut in the plain gran­ite.




    “It’s there wait­ing for you,” said the monk, whose name was Con­rad Mac­Cleary. “If you say

    the wrong word.”




    “What’s the right word?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Yes.”




    “Yes, what?”




    “Yes, I’m go­ing to work for you,” said Mac­Cleary. And Mac­Cleary had ex­plained it all.

    Re­mo had been framed. Mac­Cleary’s hand­iwork. He was proud of it. Mac­Cleary ex­plained that

    he was ex-​CIA, but now he worked for a U.S. gov­ern­ment agen­cy that of­fi­cial­ly did not

    ex­ist. It was known as CURE. It em­ployed on­ly two peo­ple-​Mac­Cleary and a Dr. Harold W.

    Smith, al­so ex-​CIA, not to men­tion ex-​OSS. Smith was os­ten­si­bly re­tired, run­ning a

    place called Fol­croft San­itar­ium. Fol­croft was CURE’S cov­er.




    Re­mo had looked around the win­dow­less hos­pi­tal room:




    “This is Fol­croft, right?” Re­mo had asked.




    “You got it.”




    “I don’t want it,” Re­mo had said wry­ly. Mac­Cieary of­fered Re­mo a hand mir­ror. The face

    that stared back was not Re­mo’s own. The skin had been pulled tighter, em­pha­siz­ing the

    cheek­bones. His hair­line had been raised by elec­trol­ysis. The eyes were more deeply set,

    and hint­ed of the East. The mouth thin, al­most cru­el, es­pe­cial­ly when Re­mo smiled. He

    was not smil­ing then. He didn’t like his new face.




    “Plas­tic surgery,” Mac­Cleary ex­plained.




    “What’d they use? Sil­ly Put­ty? I don’t like it.”




    “Your opin­ion doesn’t en­ter in­to it. You no longer ex­ist. The per­fect agent for an

    agen­cy that doesn’t ex­ist.”




    “Why me?” Re­mo asked, work­ing his stiff fa­cial mus­cles.




    “I told you. You’re per­fect. No fam­ily. No close friends. No one to miss you, Re­mo.”




    “A lot of peo­ple fit that pro­file,” Re­mo said flat­ly, sit­ting up in bed.




    “Not many of them with your skills. I did field work in Viet­nam. I saw you in ac­tion once.

    You were good. With a lit­tle work, you’ll be good again.” Re­mo grunt­ed.




    “You’re al­so a pa­tri­ot, Re­mo. It’s in your psy­cho­log­ical pro­file. Not many peo­ple

    feel about Amer­ica as you do. You’re get­ting a raw deal, but let me ex­plain it in terms you

    can ap­pre­ci­ate.”




    Re­mo no­ticed that a break in his nose had been re­paired. One im­prove­ment, any­way.




    “A few years ago a young en­er­get­ic Pres­ident as­sumed of­fice and dis­cov­ered Amer­ica

    was dy­ing slow­ly from a rot too deep to fix with new laws or leg­is­la­tion. The Mafia had

    its ten­ta­cles in cor­po­rate Amer­ica. Drugs had in­fil­trat­ed all lev­els of so­ci­ety.

    Judges were cor­rupt, law­mak­ers for sale. There was no so­lu­tion, short of declar­ing

    per­ma­nent mar­tial law. Be­lieve me, it was con­sid­ered. But it would have meant ad­mit­ting

    that the great Demo­crat­ic ex­per­iment did not work. The Con­sti­tu­tion was about to turn

    in­to so much cheap pa­per.




    “But this Pres­ident saw a way out. He cre­at­ed CURE, the ul­ti­mate so­lu­tion to

    Amer­ica’s de­cay. The Pres­ident knew he could not fight law­less­ness legal­ly. It was too

    late for that. So he came up with a way to pro­tect the Con­sti­tu­tion by break­ing it. CURE.

    Em­pow­ered to se­cret­ly fight Amer­ica’s in­ter­nal prob­lems. At first, it was Smith and me.

    It seemed to work. But crime con­tin­ued to grow. Things got worse. And the Pres­ident who had

    giv­en CURE a five-​year man­date was as­sas­si­nat­ed.”




    Re­mo re­mem­bered that Pres­ident. He had liked him.




    “The next Pres­ident ex­tend­ed CURE’S man­date in­def­inite­ly,” Mac­Cleary con­tin­ued.

    “And gave us a new di­rec­tive: CURE was sanc­tioned to kill. But on­ly one man could be that

    en­force­ment arm. More than one would have turned Amer­ica in­to a se­cret-​po­lice state. It

    re­quires a pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin. You, Re­mo.”




    “That’s crazy. One man can’t solve ev­ery­thing. Es­pe­cial­ly me.”




    “Not as you are now. But with the right train­ing.”




    “What kind of train­ing?”




    “Sinan­ju.”




    “Nev­er heard of it.”




    “That’s the beau­ty of it. No one knows it ex­ists. But it’s go­ing to turn you in­to

    Amer­ica’s in­de­struc­tible, un­stop­pable, near­ly in­vis­ible killing ma­chine. If you

    ac­cept.”




    Re­mo looked at his new face in the mir­ror and then at the pho­to­graph of his grave.




    “Do I have a choice?”




    “Yes. But we’d rather you do it for Amer­ica.” And Re­mo had ac­cept­ed. That was al­most

    two decades ago. Mac­Cleary had died. Re­mo lat­er met Smith, and most im­por­tant, Chi­un, who

    had dodged a re­volver of bul­lets Re­mo had fired at him as a test and then threw Re­mo to the

    floor like a child. Chi­un had taught him Sinan­ju, at first re­luc­tant­ly, then with

    pas­sion.




    And Re­mo was us­ing Sinan­ju now, rac­ing in­to the roar­ing flames with his eyes squeezed

    shut, trust­ing in his train­ing, trust­ing in the sun source.




    Eyes closed, Re­mo avoid­ed the fire eas­ily. His ears picked out the pock­ets of roar­ing

    flames. He moved away from them. Where he couldn’t avoid them, he ran through them. But ran so

    fast the lick­ing tongues had no chance to ig­nite his clothes. Re­mo could feel the short

    hairs on his ex­posed arms grow warm. But they did not ig­nite ei­ther.




    Re­mo found the stairs lead­ing up to the sec­ond floor by sens­ing the fu­ri­ous up­draft.

    His acute hear­ing told him there were no peo­ple on the first floor. There were no rac­ing

    heart­beats of pan­ic, no smell of fear-​in­duced sweat, no sounds of move­ment. And most

    im­por­tant, no smell of burn­ing flesh.




    Re­mo went up the stairs, his lungs pent. He re­leased a tiny breath with each float­ing

    step. He dared not re­lease too much at one time be­cause he dared not in­hale. The greedy

    flames ate all the oxy­gen. His lungs were left with just smoke and float­ing ash.




    It was just as bad on the sec­ond floor. Re­mo dropped to his stom­ach, where the ris­ing

    smoke did not boil, and quick­ly peered around. A long cor­ri­dor with rooms go­ing off on both

    sides.




    And the sounds of pan­ic. Re­mo ran to them. He en­coun­tered a locked door, locked to keep

    the smoke and fire out. Re­mo popped the door from its hinges with an open-​hand­ed smack. The

    door fell in­ward like a wood­en wel­come mat.




    Re­mo opened his eyes again. They were here. The whole fam­ily. They were hang­ing out the

    win­dows and didn’t see him.




    “Hey!” Re­mo yelled, go­ing to­ward them. “I’m here to help.”




    “Thank good­ness,” the young wife said.




    “Save the chil­dren first,” called the hus­band, try­ing to see Re­mo through the

    eye-​smart­ing smoke. He was hold­ing a two-​year-​old boy out the win­dow with both hands.




    “Chi­un?” Re­mo called down.




    “I am here,” said Chi­un, look­ing up. “Are you well?”




    “Yeah, Here, catch this kid,” Re­mo said, snatch­ing the boy from his fa­ther’s arms and

    toss­ing him to Chi­un.




    “My ba­by!” the moth­er screeched. But when she saw the mir­acle of a seem­ing­ly frail old

    Ori­en­tal catch­ing her tiny son in his arms and of­fer­ing him up for in­spec­tion, she was

    re­lieved.




    “The girl next,” said Re­mo.




    And Re­mo low­ered a girl in pig­tails, drop­ping her in­to Chi­un’s up­raised arms.




    “You’re next,” Re­mo told the moth­er.




    “Thank God. Who are you?” the moth­er sobbed.




    “I’m go­ing to low­er you as far as pos­si­ble,” Re­mo said, ig­nor­ing the ques­tion, “then

    drop you. Okay?” The flames had crept down the hall­way, eat­ing the wall­pa­per like a

    vo­ra­cious an­imal, and were lick­ing at the door­jamb. “Don’t wor­ry.”




    Re­mo hoist­ed the wom­an out by her arms. Chi­un caught her eas­ily, light­ly.




    “Now you,” Re­mo told the fa­ther.




    “I’ll jump, thanks.” And he jumped. Chi­un caught him too.




    Re­mo stuck his head out the win­dow. “That’s ev­ery­one?”




    “You for­got Dud­ley,” the girl in pig­tails cried. Tears were cut­ting rivers down her

    soot-​streaked cheeks.




    “Right. Hang on.”




    “Wait!” the fa­ther called up. But Re­mo didn’t hear him.




    Re­mo recharged his lungs, but the smoke had al­ready touched them. His eyes were tear­ing.

    He shut them.




    In the cor­ri­dor, Re­mo danced past the flames, fo­cus­ing be­yond their an­gry crack­le

    and snap, lis­ten­ing for a sound. Any sound. He ze­roed in on a tiny, rac­ing heart­beat.

    Re­mo fol­lowed the sound to the end of the cor­ri­dor, where the smoke was thick. He pushed

    past a half-​open door. The sound was low. On the floor.




    Re­mo hit the floor and crawled. He knew that chil­dren in­stinc­tive­ly hid un­der or

    be­hind fur­ni­ture when fright­ened. He felt a dress­er, but it was flush to the wall. He

    knocked over a chair. Then he found a small bed. A child’s bed. The heart­beat was com­ing from

    un­der it.




    Re­mo reached in, touched some­thing warm. He grabbed it. It was small and warm and

    strug­gled like a new­born, and Re­mo ran with it. He found a win­dow, shat­tered the glass to

    harm­less pow­der with a fast tat­too of his fin­gers that up­set its crys­talline struc­ture

    on the molec­ular lev­el.




    Re­mo stuck his head out the win­dow. He smelled air. He sucked it in grate­ful­ly. Then he

    looked in his hand. He saw a brown-​and-​white tab­by cat.




    “Damn,” Re­mo said. And he tossed the cat, which land­ed safe­ly in the back­yard and

    scam­pered off.




    Re­mo went back in­to the smoke and flames. But he heard noth­ing.




    “Hey! Any­one here? Any­one!” he cried. He had vi­sions of a child, maybe a ba­by in a

    bassinet, over­come by smoke and not breath­ing.




    Re­mo went through the rooms of the up­per floor like a fran­tic tor­na­do. He used his

    hands and his ears. His eyes were use­less, but in his con­cern he opened them any­way,

    seek­ing, search­ing. And found noth­ing.




    Fi­nal­ly, the flames were too much. He found him­self cut off from the stairs. He couldn’t

    get to a win­dow, ei­ther.




    Re­mo jumped from a stand­ing start and tore holes in the plas­ter ceil­ing. He pulled

    him­self up, and got to the flat roof.




    There, Re­mo took in a recharg­ing breath. Half of it was smoke. He coughed. Tears streamed

    from his eyes, but not all of them were from the smoke.




    The roof was hot. Re­mo got to the front side. He could see the up­turned faces be­low. A

    larg­er crowd was there. Fire en­gines pulled up. Hoses were be­ing dragged out and at­tached

    to fire hy­drants by yel­low-​slick­ered fire­men.




    “I couldn’t find him,” Re­mo cried. “Just a cat.”




    “That’s Dud­ley!” the girl in the pig­tails yelled back.




    “We tried to tell you,” the fa­ther called up. “I’m sor­ry.”




    But Re­mo didn’t feel sor­ry. He felt im­mense re­lief. “I’m com­ing down,” he said.




    “Hur­ry, Re­mo,” said Chi­un, his face anx­ious as a grand­moth­er’s.




    But Re­mo didn’t come down. The house came down. Eat­en by flames to its very shore

    tim­bers, it gave way with a great rend­ing creak of wood and seemed to snuff out the fires in

    the first floor. The roof col­lapsed in a mass of beau­ti­ful sparks and Re­mo was lost from

    sight.




    The crowd stepped back in stunned hor­ror. They were too shocked to speak or re­act. On­ly

    when the smoke sud­den­ly surged up again to oblit­er­ate all the pret­ty sparks did they

    re­act.




    The crowd gave a low mourn­ing groan. Ex­cept one per­son. Chi­un. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    let out a cry like a lost soul.




    “Re­mo!” he wailed. “My son!”




    On­ly the spite­ful snap of con­sum­ing fire an­swered him.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, last of the line of Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, train­er of

    the white Amer­ican Re­mo in the art of Sinan­ju, saw the five-​thou­sand-​year his­to­ry of

    his art dis­ap­pear in­to a boil­ing mass of crash­ing tim­bers and the hor­ror of it shocked

    him to his very soul.




    But on­ly for mere sec­onds. Chi­un bound­ed in­to the ru­ins.




    There was no longer a door as such. Just a twist­ed frame that had been a door­jamb. Chi­un

    went through it, eyes closed, breath held deep with­in his lungs, will­ing his body

    tem­per­ature to rise. It was the way of Sinan­ju when deal­ing with fire.




    The im­plo­sion seemed to have knocked out the in­fer­no. Wood burned and smol­dered, but

    not as be­fore. Soon, Chi­un knew, oxy­gen would re­cir­cu­late back in­to the ru­ins and what

    now smol­dered would soon again burn. And burn fu­ri­ous­ly. The half-​col­lapsed house would

    be­come an in­fer­no once more. Chi­un had on­ly min­utes.




    “Re­mo!” he called.




    When there came no an­swer, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew fear.




    Chi­un knew that there were stairs near him. He had heard Re­mo’s soft foot­steps climb them

    but min­utes be­fore. Chi­un went up those stairs, but he found the way blocked.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju dug in­to fall­en tim­ber and plas­ter, clear­ing the way. If Re­mo

    had been a tor­na­do when he had moved through the sec­ond floor, Chi­un was a ty­phoon,

    mighty, rag­ing, im­pla­ca­ble.




    “Re­mo!” he called again. Then, in an an­guished voice, “My son! My son!”




    Chi­un found Re­mo en­tan­gled in a pile of burn­ing sup­ports. Re­mo hung, head down, like

    a dis­card­ed pup­pet in a junk­yard. His eyes were closed in his ash-​smeared face. Flames

    were eat­ing his ragged T-​shirt. And worst of all, his head hung at a pe­cu­liar an­gle, his

    throat pinned be­tween two black­ened joists.




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un said faint­ly, a deep cold took his mighty heart.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju at­tacked the pile swift­ly. He slashed Re­mo’s burn­ing shirt from

    his body with quick swipes of his long nails. Throw­ing it away, he next sep­arat­ed the wood

    that clamped Re­mo’s neck, catch­ing Re­mo’s head ten­der­ly in his hands.




    Chi­un saw that Re­mo’s throat was dis­col­ored. Blue. Al­most black. He had nev­er seen

    such a bruise be­fore and feared that his pupil’s neck had been bro­ken. His deft ca­ress of

    Re­mo’s neck ver­te­brae told him it was not so.




    “Re­mo? Can you hear me?”




    Re­mo did not hear the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un placed a del­icate ear to Re­mo’s bare

    chest. There was a heart­beat, faint at first, then grow­ing stronger. But Chi­un did not

    rec­og­nize the rhythm. It was not Sinan­ju rhythm. It did not even sound like Re­mo’s

    heart­beat, a sound Chi­un knew well. He of­ten lay awake at night lis­ten­ing to it, know­ing

    that as long as it beat, the fu­ture of Sinan­ju was as­sured.




    “What strangeness is this?” Chi­un whis­pered to him­self, gath­er­ing Re­mo up in his

    arms.




    Chi­un had not tak­en Re­mo three paces when Re­mo came to life with a vi­olence.




    “It is all right,” said Chi­un gen­tly, “it is Chi­un. I will car­ry you to safe­ty, my

    son.”




    But the eyes that looked up at his were strange. They were dark, like Re­mo’s eyes, but they

    held a strange red light. As they fo­cused on Chi­un’s face, the fea­tures came alive. And the

    ex­pres­sion was ter­ri­ble, un-​Re­mo-​like.




    And the voice that emerged from Re­mo’s bruised bluish throat was more ter­ri­ble still.




    “Who dares pro­fane my body with his touch?”




    “Re­mo?”




    Re­mo pushed Chi­un, and the force was so great that Chi­un was not pre­pared for it. Chi­un

    fell back­ward.




    “Re­mo! Have you gone mad?” said Chi­un, pick­ing him­self off the floor.




    And the next words that emerged from Re­mo’s mouth told the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that his

    pupil was not mad.




    “Where is this place? Am I in Hell of Hells? Kali! Show your­self. The Lord of the

    Light­nings chal­lenges you to bat­tle. I am at last awak­ened, from my long slum­ber.”




    “You have no en­emies here,” Chi­un said firm­ly, al­most rev­er­ent­ly.




    “Be gone, old man. I have no truck with mor­tals.”




    “I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; Death, the shat­ter­er of worlds.”




    “And?”




    “Is that not enough?”




    “There is more. ‘The dead night tiger made whole by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,’ ” Chi­un

    re­cit­ed. “Do you not re­mem­ber?”




    “I re­mem­ber noth­ing of you, old man. Be gone, be­fore I slay you like the in­sect that

    you are. “




    “Re­mo! How could you-” But Chi­un cut off his own words. He knew he was no longer speak­ing

    to Re­mo Williams. But the avatar of some­thing greater. And he bowed.




    “For­give me, O Supreme Lord. I un­der­stand your con­fu­sion. All will be ex­plained to

    you. Al­low this hum­ble ser­vant to guide you from this place of tur­moil.”




    “I need no guide,” said the voice from Re­mo Williams, and he fixed such a gaze on the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that Chi­un felt his heart quail.




    “The flames will re­turn soon, Supreme Lord,” Chlun in­sist­ed. “You do not wish to be in

    this place when they do.”




    But Re­mo ig­nored him, cast­ing his im­pe­ri­ous eyes over the wreck­age of flame and

    ru­in. Smoky shad­ows played over his bare chest. Re­mo’s body was bathed in a scar­let glow.

    It made him look sa­tan­ic.




    Chi­un felt his own breath­ing weak­en. He could not stay in this place much longer.

    Sinan­ju breath­ing tech­niques worked on­ly where one could breathe. Soon, that would be

    im­pos­si­ble.




    A crafty look wrin­kled his vis­age. Chi­un sagged to the floor.




    “Oooh. I am dy­ing,” he said, ly­ing on his face. “I am an old man, and the breath is

    leav­ing my poor body.”




    When he heard no re­ac­tion, Chi­un lift­ed his head and stole a peek at Re­mo. Re­mo was

    stand­ing by a win­dow, star­ing out in the night sky, his face trou­bled.




    “I said, I am dy­ing,” Chi­un re­peat­ed. Then he groaned.




    “Then die qui­et­ly,” said Re­mo.




    “Re­mo!” Chi­un squeaked, shocked. And he knew Re­mo was be­yond his reach.




    Chi­un found his feet as the flames kicked up again. The smoke, which had hung like a thin

    film in the air, now be­gan to boil anew with the re­turn of air cir­cu­la­tion. The dull

    fur­nace sound un­der his feet told Chi­un that the on­ly es­cape now would be through the

    win­dow.




    While Chi­un was ag­oniz­ing over hav­ing to leave Re­mo to the flames, glass shat­tered in

    one of the rooms. Then, in an­oth­er. Chi­un could hear the wa­ter. Fire hoses were be­ing

    played on the house, break­ing the win­dows all along the front. The smash of glass came from

    the next room.




    Chi­un wait­ed.




    Like a gale, a tor­rent of wa­ter came through the win­dow where Re­mo stood. Re­mo was

    pushed back by the sheer force of thou­sands of gal­lons of wa­ter forced through a

    high-​pres­sure hose.




    Chi­un did not hes­itate. He scooped up Re­mo in his arms, and Re­mo did not re­sist. He was

    stunned. Chi­un silent­ly thanked his an­ces­tors.




    Chi­un car­ried Re­mo to a rear wall, where the fire dam­age was less. At the end of the

    cor­ri­dor, there was a blank wall. Hold­ing Re­mo in his arms, he kicked at the wall, in the

    cor­ners, where he sensed they were most vul­ner­able.




    The wall bulged out­ward. Chi­un gave a square kick to the cen­ter of the wall. The wall

    fell out like a sog­gy gra­ham crack­er.




    Chi­un vault­ed to the soft grass of the back­yard, his ki­mono belling like a gen­tle

    parachute, but it was the old man’s spindly legs which cush­ioned the im­pact for them

    both.




    Gen­tly Chi­un laid Re­mo on the clipped grass.




    He stepped back re­spect­ful­ly and fold­ed his arms with­in the sleeves of his ki­mono. He

    did not know which he ex­pect­ed, grat­itude or wrath, but he was pre­pared to face ei­ther. He

    was the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Re­mo’s eyes flut­tered open. They did not fo­cus at first. But when they did, they fo­cused

    on Chi­un. “You saved me,” Re­mo said slow­ly.




    “I did, Supreme Lord.”




    “Supreme what?” Re­mo de­mand­ed, sit­ting up. “Is that some kind of Sinan­ju in­sult? Like

    ‘pale piece of pig’s ear’?”




    Chi­un stepped back as if struck a blow. “Re­mo? Is that you?”




    “No, it’s Lon Chaney, Jr. I just look like Re­mo be­cause I’m go­ing to play him in a movie.

    What’s with you?”




    “Oh, Re­mo. My an­ces­tors smile up­on us. You have no ill ef­fects?”




    “My throat feels sore.”




    “Smoke,” Chi­un said, touch­ing his own throat. “It will pass. I in­haled some too.”




    And then Chlun groaned and clutched at his heart and fell over like a sapling bend­ing to an

    in­sis­tent wind.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther? Are you okay?” Re­mo de­mand­ed. Chi­un lay in the grass un­mov­ing. His

    breath­ing was shal­low. Re­mo start­ed ap­ply­ing mouth-​to-​mouth re­sus­ci­ta­tion. He was

    still do­ing it when a pair of fire­fight­ers came around the cor­ner with hoses.




    “How is he?” one of the fire­men asked.




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said dis­tract­ed­ly. “He’s breath­ing. But he’s not re­spond­ing. Get

    some oxy­gen. Hur­ry!”




    They yelled for oxy­gen and the paramedics in their or­ange vests came with a portable tank.

    Re­mo knocked them aside and placed the clear plas­tic mask against Chi­un’s face.




    “No­body touch­es him ex­cept me,” Re­mo said sav­age­ly.




    “Take it easy, Mac. We’re here to help.”




    The fam­ily Re­mo had saved came up too.




    “That’s the man who res­cued us,” the fa­ther said. “The one who was in­side when the house

    fell. Are you all right, mis­ter?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said. “But Chi­un isn’t. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. He got me out

    okay. He can’t be hurt. Chi­un! Please wake up.”




    The paramedic of­fered an opin­ion. “He doesn’t seem to be burned, or in shock. Must be

    smoke in­hala­tion. We’d bet­ter get him to the hos­pi­tal.”




    “Hos­pi­tal?” Re­mo said dazed­ly.




    “Yeah,” said the paramedic. “Please step aside while we load him on the gur­ney.”




    “Load him, my ass,” Re­mo snapped. “He’s not a sack of pota­toes. I’ll do it.”




    “That’s our job. You’re not qual­ified.”




    When Re­mo turned, the look in his eyes made the paramedic re­con­sid­er. Sud­den­ly.




    “On sec­ond thought, how qual­ified do you have to be to lift an old guy on­to a gur­ney?

    Let me hold it straight for you, bud­dy.”




    Gen­tly Re­mo lift­ed Chi­un on­to the wheeled gur­ney, ar­rang­ing the hem of his ki­mono

    so that it mod­est­ly cov­ered his pipestem legs. Chi­un was al­ways mod­est about his body,

    Re­mo thought to him­self, and if he woke up sud­den­ly, with legs bared to the world, there

    would be hell to pay.




    They wheeled Chi­un in­to the am­bu­lance and Re­mo climbed in.




    Just be­fore the doors shut, the lit­tle girl with the pig­tails came up, with her cat in

    hand.




    “Thank you for sav­ing Dud­ley, mis­ter,” she said.




    “Don’t men­tion it, kid,” Re­mo said hoarse­ly. His mind was numb. All through the ride to

    the hos­pi­tal he held the oxy­gen mask to Chum’s ex­pres­sion­less face and tried to

    re­mem­ber which gods Mas­ters of Sinan­ju prayed to, and what the cor­rect words were.




    In the emer­gen­cy room, there was a mi­nor de­lay when the ad­mis­sions-​desk clerk want­ed

    Re­mo to fill out in­sur­ance forms for Chi­un.




    “He doesn’t have in­sur­ance,” Re­mo told the at­ten­dant. “He’s nev­er been sick in his

    en­tire life.”




    “I’m sor­ry. We can’t ad­mit this man. But the Dea­coness Hos­pi­tal has a char­ity ward.

    It’s on­ly twen­ty min­utes away.”




    “He’s sick!” Re­mo said. “He may be dy­ing.”




    “Please low­er your voice, sir. And be rea­son­able. This is a very pres­ti­gious

    in­sti­tu­tion. We have on­ly the finest doc­tors from the finest med­ical schools. You can’t

    ex­pect them to treat just any pa­tient. Es­pe­cial­ly those who can’t pay their bills. The

    doc­tors have a right to earn a liv­ing.”




    And then Re­mo showed the ad­mit­ting at­ten­dant that there were oth­er rights. Like the

    right to life, lib­er­ty, and the pur­suit of hap­pi­ness.




    He drove the point home when he drove the man’s re­tractable pen through the palm of his

    hand. “Sign him in,” Re­mo growled.




    “I can’t!”




    “Why not?”




    “That’s my on­ly pen.”




    “Where do you fill in the name?”




    The at­ten­dant point­ed with the fin­ger of his un­dam­aged hand.




    In that space Re­mo wrote Chi­un’s name, guid­ing the man’s wrist so that the pen em­bed­ded

    in his palm scrawled the name in the prop­er space, in a mix­ture of ink and blood.




    “Thank you,” moaned the at­ten­dant, as Re­mo pushed the gur­ney on­to an el­eva­tor.




    Dr. Hen­ri­et­ta Gale was adamant.




    “I’m sor­ry. Not even rel­atives are al­lowed in the ex­am­ina­tion room. And it’s ob­vi­ous

    that you couldn’t pos­si­bly be re­lat­ed to this Ori­en­tal gen­tle­man.”




    “I’m com­ing in.” And to make his point, Re­mo ad­just­ed Dr. Gale’s dan­gling stetho­scope.

    He ad­just­ed it so that it clutched at her throat like a too-​tight chok­er.




    “Those are hos­pi­tal rules,” she said in a Don­ald Duck voice.




    “I can make it tighter,” Re­mo warned.




    “Loosen it just a smidge,” Dr. Gale gasped, “and you can come in.”




    Re­mo wrenched the twist­ed met­al free.




    “Thank you,” Dr. Gale said for­mal­ly. “Now, if you’ll fol­low me.”




    They had Chi­un in a hos­pi­tal bed. An I.V. ran from one ex­posed arm. He was hooked up to

    a bat­tery of ma­chines, most of which Re­mo didn’t rec­og­nize. An elec­tro­car­dio­gram

    reg­is­tered his heart­beat as a blue blip on a screen. Oxy­gen was be­ing ad­min­is­tered

    through breath­ing tubes in­sert­ed in his nose.




    An or­der­ly cut Chi­un’s ki­mono free of his chest, mak­ing Re­mo wince. It was a good

    thing Chi­un wasn’t awake to see that.




    Dr. Gale ex­am­ined Chi­un’s eyes with a pen­light. “No con­trac­tion of the pupils,” she

    mused. “Wait a minute. There they go.”




    “What’s that mean?” Re­mo asked.




    “Please stay out of our way, sir. We are work­ing. It means that his eyes were not

    reg­is­ter­ing the light, but sud­den­ly they are now.”




    “That’s good, isn’t it?”




    “I don’t know. I’ve nev­er seen such de­layed re­flex­es.”




    “Oh.”




    “Nurse?” Dr. Gale called to a blond in white.




    “Heart­beat down, B.P. one-​twen­ty over forty. Breath­ing shal­low but reg­ular.”




    “He’s very old,” Dr. Gale said to no one in par­tic­ular.




    “Can you help him?” Re­mo said anx­ious­ly.




    “He’s not re­spond­ing to the oxy­gen. This could be more than just smoke in­hala­tion. I’m

    not sure what. We’re go­ing to run some tests.”




    “Any­thing,” Re­mo plead­ed. “Just help him.”




    “All right, who­ev­er you are. But I sug­gest you sit down and stop pac­ing the floor like

    an ex­pec­tant fa­ther. We’re go­ing to be quite busy for the next few hours.”




    “You got it. I’m go­ing to make a phone call.”




    “Just as long as you do it out in the cor­ri­dor.”




    “Smit­ty?” Re­mo asked when he got Fol­croft on the line.




    “Give me the code for suc­cess­ful com­ple­tion,” Smith said dry­ly.




    “Screw the code. I’m at the hos­pi­tal.”




    “You were sup­posed to elim­inate your tar­get, not hos­pi­tal­ize him,” Smith said.




    “For­get him. This is more se­ri­ous. Chi­un has just been ad­mit­ted. He’s sick.”




    “Oh no,” said Smith. He paused, “This is an­oth­er one of his schemes to ex­tort more gold

    for his vil­lage, isn’t it? We just ne­go­ti­at­ed an­oth­er con­tract. The sub­ma­rine is

    about to leave for his vil­lage. No,” Smith cor­rect­ed, “tell Chi­un that the sub has al­ready

    left with the gold. It’s too late to rene­go­ti­ate.”




    “Will you for­get your bud­get and lis­ten to what I’m say­ing? Chi­un is re­al­ly sick.

    This is se­ri­ous. The doc­tors can’t fig­ure out what’s wrong with him.”




    “Come, come, Re­mo. Chi­un is a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. One of the most pow­er­ful crea­tures

    to ev­er walk up­right. He can’t be sick. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju nev­er get sick-​do they?”




    “They die, Smith. You know that. They don’t live for­ev­er.”




    “You have a point,” said Smith, his voice mix­ing wor­ry and doubt. “But this had bet­ter

    not be ma­lin­ger­ing on your part. I don’t want you think­ing that be­cause we now see the

    light at the end of the tun­nel for CURE that you can start slack­ing off.”




    “Smit­ty, it’s a good thing you’re not stand­ing in front of me right now,” Re­mo said

    soft­ly.




    Smith cleared his throat. “Per­haps you had bet­ter fill me in on Chi­un’s med­ical

    sta­tus.”




    “I got caught in a fire. The house col­lapsed. I don’t re­mem­ber any­thing that hap­pened

    af­ter that. The next I knew I was on the ground and Chi­un was stand­ing over me. I think he

    car­ried me out while I was un­con­cious. Then he just faint­ed or some­thing. One minute he

    was talk­ing some non­sense, the next he was out cold. They’re run­ning tests on him now.”




    “When does the doc­tor ex­pect re­sults?”




    “I don’t know. Sounds like they’ll be half the night. I’m wor­ried.”




    “So am I, Re­mo. But I’m get­ting news re­ports of nu­mer­ous fires rag­ing all over greater

    De­troit.”




    “For­get the fire­bugs. We’ll get them next year. I’m stay­ing with Chi­un.”




    “Let me re­mind you, Re­mo, that your in­ves­ti­ga­tion has turned up the name of the

    sin­gle mo­ti­vat­ing per­son be­hind Dev­il’s Night. And that per­son, di­rect­ly or

    in­di­rect­ly, is re­spon­si­ble for the fire that caused this ac­ci­dent.”




    “Joak­ley isn’t go­ing any­where.”




    “If you don’t want to get him for me, or for CURE, or for Amer­ica, then get him for Chi­un.

    He’s the rea­son Chi­un’s been hurt.”




    Re­mo’s eyes nar­rowed. “Yeah. Chi­un would want me to do that. Smit­ty, I’ll get back to

    you.”




    The head­lines the next morn­ing read: “RUN­AWAY ROBOT MUR­DERS EX-​DE­TROIT

    AS­SEM­BLY­MAN.”




    The short item was ac­com­pa­nied by a pho­to­graph of the vic­tim-​a smil­ing broad-​faced

    man. The cap­tion gave his name as Moe Joak­ley. There was al­so a po­lice sketch of the

    sus­pect. The sus­pect, was eight feet tall and had six arms. One of the arms end­ed in a

    gi­ant ball-​peen ham­mer, an­oth­er in a hy­draulic vise, and the rest in var­ious oth­er

    im­ple­ments of de­struc­tion, in­clud­ing a flamethrow­er. The sus­pect’s body con­sist­ed of

    stain­less-​steel joint­ed sec­tions, like a cen­tipede’s body. It looked like a cross be­tween

    an in­dus­tri­al robot and a Hin­du stat­ue.




    The ar­ti­cle ad­mit­ted that the sketch was fan­ci­ful, but the po­lice artist in­sist­ed

    that the dam­age done to the late Moe Joak­ley could on­ly have been in­flict­ed by a phan­tasm

    such as he drew.




    Moe Joak­ley would have dis­agreed. He had been star­ing out the plate-​glass win­dow of his

    den, binoc­ulars in hand, at pre­cise­ly the stroke of mid­night. His po­lice scan­ner roved

    the band, stop­ping at ev­ery emer­gen­cy call. To the south, fires burned out of con­trol. A

    row of apart­ment hous­es smol­dered on the east side. That was good. It was over­due for

    ur­ban re­new­al.




    It had been more than two hours since the last of the trick-​or-​treaters knocked on Moe

    Joak­ley’s door look­ing for the kind of treat on­ly he sup­plied in the whole city. Usu­al­ly

    the last of them showed up be­fore ten o’clock. But the fires of­ten burned till two. Not a bad

    num­ber this year. But on­ly four deaths. Up one from last year, but down from the all-​time

    high of fifty-​five in 1977. Those were the good days.




    Moe Joak­ley poured him­self a drink. Hal­loween night. It was his fa­vorite time of year.

    For bet­ter than twen­ty years, Moe Joak­ley had ruled De­troit on Hal­loween-​an in­vis­ible

    king en­throned in a glass tow­er.




    Moe Joak­ley hadn’t al­ways been king. Once, he had been a teenag­er who just liked to set

    fires. Back in the six­ties, there had been an ex­odus of peo­ple and busi­ness­es. De­troit,

    racked by crime and pover­ty, was turn­ing in­to a ghost town. No one cared. And be­cause no

    one cared, Moe Joak­ley had set fire to a row of ware­hous­es one Hal­loween night while in the

    throes of his very first peach-​wine drunk.




    It felt good. When he sobered up, Joak­ley knew he couldn’t do that sort of thing ev­ery

    day. It was spe­cial. So he count­ed the days and nights un­til the next Hal­loween. And set

    fire to an­oth­er group of build­ings.




    The third year, he got to­geth­er a gang. That’s when it re­al­ly start­ed. The press called

    it Dev­il’s Night. Moe Joak­ley was proud of that.




    As the years went by, some of Joak­ley’s teenage fel­low ar­son­ists grew up and dropped out

    of the an­nu­al rit­ual. That up­set Moe Joak­ley. Friends shouldn’t turn their backs on oth­er

    friends. The first friend to do that was Har­ry Char­iot. He had got­ten mar­ried. A dumb

    ex­cuse, Moe Joak­ley thought at the time.




    So he had set fire to Har­ry’s house that very next Hal­loween. Har­ry died. His wife too.

    It was the first time Moe Joak­ley had tast­ed blood. He liked it.




    But he was al­so smart enough to know that an adult couldn’t con­tin­ue to get away with the

    same pranks teenagers did for­ev­er. One year, he stopped, too. Not stopped caus­ing fires,

    just set­ting them per­son­al­ly. Moe had a rep­uta­tion to live up to. He had gone in­to

    pol­itics, and suc­ceed­ed in get­ting him­self elect­ed as­sem­bly­man of his home dis­trict.

    He was swept in­to of­fice on a plat­form of stop­ping Dev­il’s Night.




    And sure enough, the next year, the fires in his dis­trict stopped. They went up in all

    oth­er dis­tricts. That was thanks to the teenagers Joak­ley had sent out.




    Joak­ley knew that wis­dom was passed from old­er kids to younger. Once he had start­ed one

    group set­ting fires, it was in­evitable that younger broth­ers and side­kicks would be drawn

    in­to Dev­il’s Night. And there were al­ways new kids com­ing up ev­ery year.




    Twen­ty years, and no one ev­er turned Moe Joak­ley in.




    So he sat en­joy­ing the pret­ty red flames in the dis­tance, not notic­ing the

    grand­fa­ther clock toll the fi­nal mid­night of his mis­spent life.




    He didn’t ex­pect a knock on the door this late. But Moe went to the door any­way.




    “Who is it, please?”




    “Trick or treat!” an un­fa­mil­iar voice said. It sound­ed adult.




    “Who is it?”




    “Is this Moe Joak­ley?”




    “That’s the name on the brass plate. But it’s af­ter mid­night. Go away. I’m out of

    can­dy.”




    “I don’t want can­dy.”




    “Then what?”




    “You know.”




    “Tell me,” Moe Joakiey prompt­ed.




    “I want to burn some­thing.”




    Moe Joak­ley hes­itat­ed. Out his win­dow, the fires were dy­ing down. What the hell? Maybe

    this could go on all night. He opened the door.




    The man at the door was in a fun­ny cos­tume. His chest was bare, and there was a deep

    bruise around his throat. Must be a new fad, Joak­ley thought to him­self. The punk look must

    be dead.




    “Come on in. You’re old­er than most of the oth­ers.”




    “You the guy that hands out the fire­bug stuff?” Re­mo Williams asked cool­ly.




    “Shhh!” said Moe Joak­ley. “Here, take a bot­tle.”




    “I’m not thirsty,” said Re­mo.




    “It’s not to drink. It’s full of gaso­line.”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo.




    “If the cops catch you, of­fer them the bot­tle. Usu­al­ly they’ll let you go and keep it,

    think­ing it’s booze.”




    “What if they open it first?”




    “Then you’re on your own. If they ques­tion me, I’ll do two things. First, I’ll ad­mit

    giv­ing you the bot­tle, but I’ll say you drank the booze and then filled it with gaso­line

    your­self.”




    “And the sec­ond?” Re­mo in­quired po­lite­ly.




    “I’ll burn your house down and ev­ery­one in it.”




    “Nice guy.”




    “Hey, you want to play, you got­ta pay. Be on your way now.”




    “Wait a minute. Don’t you want to tell me which build­ings I should torch?




    “Be cre­ative. Just don’t touch the four blocks around this one. These peo­ple pay for

    pro­tec­tion. And no au­to com­pa­nies. They pay for pro­tec­tion too.”




    “You do this for the mon­ey?” Re­mo said.




    “What else? Mon­ey. And I like to see things burn.”




    “I’ll try not to dis­ap­point you,” Re­mo said. He twist­ed off the sealed cap and gaso­line

    fumes rose in­to the room like a chem­ical ge­nie. “Gaso­line, all right,” Re­mo said.




    “High oc­tane. On­ly the best. Now be off.”




    “Got any match­es?”




    “Oh, sure.” Joak­ley dug in­to the pock­et of his pur­ple dress­ing gown. “Here you

    are.”




    Re­mo reached for the book and ac­ci­den­tal­ly spilled half the bot­tle over Moe Joak­ley’s

    am­ple tum­my.




    “Watch it! This is pure silk!”




    “Sor­ry,” said Re­mo. “Here, let me help you wipe it off.”




    “What are you do­ing? You can’t wipe this stuff off with your bare hands.”




    Moe tried to back away but Re­mo’s hands held him. They were rub­bing at the front of his

    dress­ing gown so fast they blurred. The gown be­gan to feel strange­ly warm. A curt of smoke

    drift­ed up.




    “Hey!” Joak­ley said again. And then went up in flames with a loud Whooosh!




    “Ar­rgh!” Moe Joak­ley screamed. “I’m on fire!”




    “Does it hurt?” Re­mo asked so­lic­itous­ly.




    “Ar­rgh!” Joak­ley said again. Re­mo took that as a yes.




    “Now you know how it feels,” Re­mo said. “The on­ly per­son who ev­er cared for me is in a

    hos­pi­tal be­cause of you.”




    “I’m burn­ing. I’m burn­ing to death. You can’t let me burn.”




    “Wan­na bet?”




    A smell like roast pork filled the roam as Moe Joak­ley scur­ried around the room like a

    flam­ing pin­wheel. And Re­mo knew that, what­ev­er he did, he couldn’t just let Moe Joak­ley

    burn. Burn­ing was too easy.




    “Get down on the floor,” Re­mo yelled. “Roll on the rug.”




    Moe Joak­ley rolled on the rug like a dog rolling in some­thing that stank, on­ly he rolled

    faster. The gas-​fed flames re­fused to die. In fact, they got worse be­cause the rug

    caught.




    Re­mo grabbed a heavy blan­ket from the bed­room and threw it over Moe Joak­ley’s

    squirm­ing, flam­ing body, try­ing to smoth­er the fire.




    Joak­ley screamed loud­er.




    Re­mo sud­den­ly re­mem­bered read­ing some­where that flames could be ex­tin­guished by

    slap­ping them hard. He be­gan slap­ping Moe Joak­ley’s body through the blan­ket. The screams

    sud­den­ly stopped and lit­tle ten­drils of smoke curled up from un­der the blan­ket. “Is it

    out?” Re­mo asked.




    “I dun­no. I still feel hot.”




    Re­mo kept slap­ping the man. Hard­er now. The smack­ing sounds grew loud­er. So did the

    screams. “I think you can stop now,” Joak­ley howled.




    But Re­mo didn’t stop. He kept slap­ping at the wrig­gling form un­der the blan­ket. His

    hands drummed like pis­tons. The sounds emerg­ing from un­der the blan­ket grew

    meati­er-​oc­ca­sion­al­ly punc­tu­at­ed by a mushy crush­ing of bone.




    Moe Joak­ley’s protests grew mushy too, like the bur­bling of a ba­by.




    Grad­ual­ly, un­der Re­mo’s drum­ming hands, the shape un­der the blan­ket lost its hu­man

    out­lines. When Re­mo was done, the blan­ket was al­most flat. He stood up and left the

    apart­ment in si­lence. He did not look un­der the blan­ket. He did not need to. The next day,

    af­ter the body was dis­cov­ered by a maid, the po­lice looked un­der the blan­ket. Their first

    thought was that they had dis­cov­ered an alien life form.




    “Looks like an amoe­ba,” sug­gest­ed the med­ical ex­am­in­er. “Or maybe a dead fe­tus.”




    “Too big for an amoe­ba,” said a de­tec­tive. “Or a fe­tus.”




    When the med­ical ex­am­in­er found a hu­man tooth ly­ing on the rug, he re­al­ized for the

    first time the hair­less thing un­der the blan­ket had once been a man. He got vi­olent­ly

    sick. Then he went in­to an­oth­er line of work.




    They got two morgue at­ten­dants to load Moe Joak­ley’s roast­ed car­cass in­to a body bag.

    They had to use shov­els, and Joak­ley kept slip­ping off like a run­ny omelet.




    The morgue at­ten­dants went in­to new lines of work too.




    And al­though a thor­ough in­ves­ti­ga­tion was con­duct­ed, no trace of the run­away robot

    mur­der sus­pect was ev­er dis­cov­ered.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    “Mr. Mur­ray. He’s ask­ing for you.”




    In the wait­ing room of the hos­pi­tal, Re­mo Williams did not look up. He wore fresh

    clothes that he had picked up at his ho­tel, where he had quick­ly show­ered the soot from his

    body. A turtle­neck jer­sey helped con­ceal the livid bruise on his throat.




    “Mr. Mur­ray,” the nurse said again, tap­ping him gen­tly. “You are Re­mo Mur­ray, aren’t

    you?”




    “Oh, right, yeah, Re­mo Mur­ray,” Re­mo said. It was the cov­er name un­der which he’d

    reg­is­tered at the De­troit Plaza Ho­tel. He had for­got­ten it.




    “How is he?” Re­mo asked, fol­low­ing the nurse in­to the ward.




    “He’s com­fort­able,” she said non­com­mit­tal­ly.




    Dr. Hen­ri­et­ta Gale was hov­er­ing at Chi­un’s bed­side. She frowned when she saw Re­mo

    en­ter. “Nor­mal­ly, I would not al­low this, but poor Mr. Chi­un in­sists.”




    Re­mo ig­nored her. “Lit­tle Fa­ther, how do you feel?” he asked gen­tly.




    “I am hurt,” Chi­un said, star­ing at the ceil­ing.




    “How bad?”




    “To my very core,” Chi­un said, re­fus­ing to meet Re­mo’s eyes. “I am told while I lie

    be­tween life and death you de­sert­ed my bed­side.”




    Re­mo bent to Chi­un’s ear. “The hit, re­mem­ber?” he whis­pered. “I got the guy who caused

    all those fires. Who hurt you.”




    “He could not wait?” Chi­un asked.




    “Nev­er mind him. What about you?”




    “My end may be near.”




    “Be­cause of some stupid smoke,” Re­mo said loud­ly. “I don’t be­lieve it.”




    “I knew this was a mis­take,” Dr. Gale said. She tried to pull Re­mo away from the bed­side.

    She took his shoul­ders in her firm doc­tor’s hands. The shoul­ders did not budge. They might

    as well have been set in con­crete.




    “Sir. I’ll have to ask you to step over here. I must speak with you.”




    Re­mo came erect with a strick­en look on his face. “What’s wrong with him?” Re­mo hissed

    when they were on the oth­er side of the room.




    “I don’t know. We per­formed ev­ery kind of test known to med­ical sci­ence. His blood has

    been an­alyzed. We put him through a CAT scan. Ul­tra­sound. Ev­ery­thing. We can find noth­ing

    wrong with him phys­ical­ly.”




    “Then he’s go­ing to be okay?”




    “No. I’m sor­ry to tell you that your friend is dy­ing.”




    “You just said he was fine.”




    “He’s an un­be­liev­able hu­man spec­iman. Not just for his age, but for any age. My God, do

    you know that his body is per­fect­ly bisym­met­ri­cal?”




    “Is that bad?”




    “It’s in­cred­ible. Even in nor­mal peo­ple one leg is usu­al­ly longer than the oth­er.

    Right-​hand­ed peo­ple usu­al­ly have weak­er mus­cu­la­ture in their left arms, and of course

    vice ver­sa. In wom­en, it’s not un­com­mon for one breast to be larg­er. But not this man.




    His arms and legs are ex­act­ly the same re­spec­tive lengths. His mus­cles are per­fect­ly

    bal­anced. Even his bone struc­ture is un­nat­ural­ly sym­met­ri­cal.”




    “But what does it mean?”




    “It means,” said Dr. Gale se­ri­ous­ly, “that his body is per­fect­ly pro­por­tioned.

    Per­fect­ly.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. Sinan­ju. It bal­anced ev­ery­thing.




    “I looked it up in the med­ical records., There’s nev­er been any record­ed ex­am­ple of

    ab­so­lute hu­man bisym­me­try. I don’t want to be pre­cip­itate, but I have here a stan­dard

    med­ical donor form. If you would con­sid­er will­ing the body to sci­ence, I can as­sure you

    that the ut­most re­spect will be paid to the re­mains.”




    Re­mo took the form and silent­ly fold­ed it in­to a delta-​winged pa­per air­plane. He

    sailed it past Dr. Gale’s ear. It seemed to just tap a wall mir­ror, but the glass

    spi­der­webbed with a brit­tle crack!




    “My good­ness!” Dr. Gale said.




    “I want some an­swers, or I’ll start fold­ing you next.”




    Dr. Gale fin­gered her shiny new stetho­scope and chose her next words care­ful­ly.




    “As I told you, sir, we can find noth­ing or­gan­ical­ly wrong with the dear sweet man. But

    his life signs are def­inite­ly fail­ing. It’s not his heart, and al­though we suc­tioned smoke

    traces from his lungs, they don’t ap­pear to be dam­aged ei­ther. But all in­di­ca­tions are

    that he is sim­ply … ex­pir­ing.”




    “Chi­un can’t sim­ply die. It doesn’t work that way with him. It can’t.”




    “The finest med­ical equip­ment does not lie. We can’t ex­plain it. He’s ob­vi­ous­ly

    healthy, yet he’s clear­ly dy­ing. He is very old. It does hap­pen to some peo­ple this way.

    But usu­al­ly they go quick. In Mr. Chi­un’s case, it’s as if his soul, his mag­nif­icent soul,

    is out­grow­ing his frail old body.”




    “Well put,” said Chi­un from his bed.




    “Thank you,” Dr. Gale said sweet­ly. She turned back to Re­mo. “As you can see, he’s ful­ly

    aware of his con­di­tion. He doesn’t seem dis­turbed at all. I think he knows that his time has

    come, and he’s just await­ing the end. Per­son­al­ly, I think it’s a beau­ti­ful way to go. I

    hope I’m this lucky.”




    “How long?” Re­mo asked hoarse­ly. It was just start­ing to sink in.




    “A few weeks. Pos­si­bly a month. He’s ask­ing for you to take him home. I think that would

    be best. There’s ob­vi­ous­ly noth­ing we can do fur­ther. Take him home, and make him

    com­fort­able.”




    “There’s no hope?”




    “None what­so­ev­er. Peo­ple his age-​when they get sick, even from mi­nor ail­ments-​they

    al­most nev­er ful­ly re­cov­er. He seems to be able to ac­cept that. You should too.”




    Re­mo re­turned to Chi­un’s bed­side. Chi­un seemed small­er some­how, as if his great

    essence had shriv­eled with­in the frail husk that was his body.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I will take you back to Fol­croft with me.”




    “Do not be sil­ly, Re­mo,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly. “That is no place for a Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju to spend his last days. We will en­joy them in Sinan­ju . . . to­geth­er.”




    “Are you sure it’s this bad?”




    “Re­mo, I will not de­ceive you on this. I am en­ter­ing my fi­nal days on earth. In­form

    the Em­per­or Smith to make the nec­es­sary ar­range­ments. I wish to leave the sights and

    smells of this bar­bar­ic land for all time.”




    “Yes, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo, and there were tears in his eyes as he left the

    room.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    The chill Novem­ber dawn shone through the huge pic­ture win­dow over­look­ing Long Is­land

    Sound and found Dr. Harold W. Smith still at his desk. He was a tall man, with thin­ning hair

    and rim­less glass­es. His three-​piece suit was gray. Al­most ev­ery­thing about the man was

    gray, washed-​out and col­or­less.




    But Smith, sit­ting be­hind the ad­min­is­tra­tor’s desk at Fol­croft San­itar­ium, was

    any­thing but col­or­less. Next to the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, he was the most

    pow­er­ful man in the U.S. gov­ern­ment. Some might say more pow­er­ful, be­cause Pres­idents

    came and went, but Harold W. Smith, ap­point­ed the sole di­rec­tor of CURE, held forth,

    un­elect­ed and unim­peach­able.




    Smith tight­ened his striped Dart­mouth tie as he wait­ed for the com­put­er ter­mi­nal on

    his desk to pro­cess news di­gests com­ing from the city of De­troit. An­oth­er man, af­ter

    work­ing through the night, would have long be­fore loos­ened his tie. But not Smith. He

    want­ed to be pre­sentable when his sec­re­tary came to work.




    The in­for­ma­tion from De­troit was good. There were few­er fires this year, and most were

    un­der con­trol. But it was odd that no re­ports re­gard­ing one Moe Joak­ley had sur­faced.

    Odd­er still that Re­mo hadn’t checked in.




    Smith saved the De­troit di­gests as a sep­arate file and went on to oth­er in­com­ing

    da­ta. His fin­gers brushed the key­board with a con­cert pi­anist’s un­self­con­scious ease.

    The tiny ter­mi­nal was de­ceiv­ing. It hooked up to a bank of com­put­ers in a sealed room in

    Foicroft’s base­ment. These linked up to vir­tu­al­ly ev­ery da­ta base in the Unit­ed States,

    and a few else­where. They scanned all com­put­er traf­fic au­to­mat­ical­ly, sift­ing through

    da­ta trans­mis­sions for in­di­ca­tions of’crim­inal or un­usu­al ac­tiv­ity. Twen­ty years of

    CURE database lay stored in its se­cret files, a back­up da­ta base in an­oth­er se­cret

    com­put­er bank on the is­land of St. Mar­tin. If Re­mo was the en­force­ment arm of CURE, and

    Smith was its brain, the CURE com­put­ers were its heart.




    Be­fore Re­mo, Smith had fought his own pri­vate war through his com­put­ers, sift­ing

    com­put­er links for tipoffs to im­prop­er stock trans­ac­tions, large bank trans­fers that

    might re­veal bribes re­ceived or the move­ment of drug mon­ey. Through un­sus­pect­ed

    con­nec­tions to the IRS and So­cial Se­cu­ri­ty Ad­min­is­tra­tion files, he pos­sessed

    un­match­able iden­ti­fi­ca­tion fa­cil­ities. An army of in­for­mants in all walks of life

    re­port­ed to Smith through these com­put­ers, nev­er sus­pect­ing they were re­port­ing to an

    un­known or­ga­ni­za­tion called CURE. In the pre-​Re­mo days, Smith anony­mous­ly tipped off

    the prop­er law-​en­force­ment agen­cies to crimes in the mak­ing. Now he did that with on­ly

    the rou­tine prob­lems. On the big stuff he sent in Re­mo Williams.




    It was il­le­gal, of course, but CURE was not a le­gal en­ti­ty. Just a nec­es­sary one.

    Da­ta streamed in­to Smith’s com­put­er, were sort­ed and tagged. Crim­inal pat­terns,

    aber­ra­tions in mon­ey and stock trans­fers, in arms and goods, trig­gered red flags built

    in­to the soft­ware. Im­por­tant crim­inal ac­tiv­ity in the mak­ing was thus tar­get­ed and

    of­fered to Smith as a prob­abil­ity read­out, for pos­si­ble ac­tion.




    With the end in sight, Smith could see a day when more of his work would re­turn to those

    days be­fore he had or­dered Re­mo Williams pressed in­to CURE’s ser­vice. Maybe or­di­nary

    law-​en­force­ment agen­cies could take up the bur­den. For a brief sec­ond Smith thought about

    re­tire­ment, then dis­missed it.




    There could be no re­tire­ment for a CURE op­er­ative. Just death. Near the base­ment

    com­put­er bank there was a cof­fin with Smith’s name on it. It was there in case a

    pres­iden­tial di­rec­tive or­dered Smith to dis­band CURE for se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons. A se­cret

    such as CURE could not be saved for re­tire­ment. Smith was pre­pared to die.




    Smith dis­missed the thought from his mind. Some­thing was wrong with the com­put­er, the

    screen was dim­ming. Brownout.




    CURE’s com­put­ers ran off Fol­croft’s sup­pos­ed­ly dor­mant back­up gen­er­ators, but they

    were fail­ing. Smith touched a switch be­side the ter­mi­nal, switch­ing pow­er from the

    gen­er­ators to Fol­croft’s main lines.




    The screen bright­ened.




    “Memo to Mrs. Mikul­ka,” Smith said in­to a pock­et memo recorder. “Have the emer­gen­cy

    gen­er­ators over­hauled.”




    The phone rang.




    “Harold?” an old­er wom­an’s voice asked. It was Smith’s wife. Even she called him Harold.

    It was nev­er Har­ry or Hal.




    “Yes, dear?”




    “Will you be home for lunch?”




    “No. I will be work­ing through the day.”




    “I wor­ry about you, Harold. Work­ing all night like this.”




    “Yes, dear,” Smith said ab­sent­ly, watch­ing the screen.




    “Don’t for­get to have a good break­fast.” The CURE line be­gan blink­ing.




    “One mo­ment,” Smith said. “I have an­oth­er call.” He switched to the oth­er phone, putting

    his wife on hold.




    “Yes, Re­mo. You were suc­cess­ful?”




    “Chi­un is dy­ing,” Re­mo blurt­ed out.




    Smith said noth­ing for a long mo­ment. “You are sure?” he asked care­ful­ly.




    “Of course I’m sure. Dammit, would I say some­thing like that if I wasn’t sure? The doc­tors

    say it’s so and even Chi­un says it’s so.”




    “What’s wrong with him?”




    “No one knows.”




    Smith thought Re­mo sound­ed close to tears. He said, “I’ll ar­range a spe­cial flight.

    We’ll bring Chi­un back to Fol­croft. The finest doc­tors will ex­am­ine him.”




    “For­get all that crap. Chi­un wants to go home. He says he wants to die there.”




    “There are no med­ical fa­cil­ities in Sinan­ju,” Smith said flat­ly. “We can do more for

    him here.”




    “Look, Chi­un wants to go home. So he’s go­ing home. Set it up, Smit­ty!”




    “It’s not that sim­ple,” Smith point­ed out with im­pla­ca­ble log­ic. “Char­ter­ing a U.S.

    nu­cle­ar sub isn’t like call­ing a cab. The Darter is in San Diego be­ing re­fit­ted for the

    an­nu­al ship­ment of gold to Chi­un’s vil­lage. It leaves in two weeks. We’ll bring Chi­un

    here and at­tend to him un­til the sub is ready.”




    “We’re go­ing to Sinan­ju, Smit­ty. Now. Even if I have to steal a plane and fly it

    my­self.”




    Re­mo’s tone of voice was shock­ing in its ve­he­mence. “Very well,” Smith said, with more

    calm­ness than he felt. “I will ar­range a flight to the west coast. A sub­ma­rine will be

    wait­ing at the usu­al spot. You know the drill.”




    “Thanks, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly.




    “I want you back when this is over,” Smith said with­out warmth. “Now, if you’ll ex­cuse me,

    Ir­ma is on the oth­er line.”




    “Ir­ma? Who’s Ir­ma?” Re­mo asked.




    “My wife.”




    “I thought your wife’s name was Maude.”




    “It is,” Smith said even­ly. “Ir­ma is her pet name.”




    “On­ly you, Smit­ty, would give a wom­an named Maude a pet name like Ir­ma,” said Re­mo. “If

    you had a dog, you’d call it Fi­do. Or Rover. I’ll be in touch.”




    “Don’t for­get to come back,” Smith said, and hung up.




    “You were say­ing, dear,” Smith said in­to the oth­er phone.




    “I said don’t for­get to have a good break­fast.”




    “Yes, dear. Mrs. Mikul­ka al­ways brings my unsweet­ened grape­fruit juice and prune-​whip

    yo­gurt from the com­mis­sary when she somes in.”




    “Good. I’ll see you at din­ner.” The line went dead. Smith re­turned to his com­put­er. He

    be­gan key­ing in the com­mands that would, through peo­ple in the Unit­ed States mil­itary,

    ini­ti­ate the move­ments of air­craft that would evac­uate Re­mo and Chi­un to Mi­ra­mar Naval

    Air Sta­tion in Cal­ifor­nia, and from there by he­li­copter to the USS Darter, sta­tioned at

    the San Diego Naval Base. The sub would re­quire emer­gen­cy or­ders from COM­SUB­PAC to leave

    its sta­tion ear­ly, but Smith could ac­com­plish that by re­mote con­trol.




    He had that pow­er. And no one knew it.




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko pored over a map of North Ko­rea and found Sinan­ju on the west coast.

    It was on a bay at the edge of one of the most heav­ily in­dus­tri­al­ized sec­tors of the

    North. A tiny dot in­di­cat­ed the lo­ca­tion.




    Go­ing to a more de­tailed map, Ditko found, to his dis­may, that on­ly an­oth­er tiny dot

    in­di­cat­ed Sinan­ju’s lo­ca­tion.




    He swore un­der his breath. North Ko­re­an maps. They were no more re­li­able than North

    Ko­re­ans. Ditko dug out a map so de­tailed that it showed city blocks in the near­by towns of

    Chon­ju and Sun­chon. Sinan­ju was sim­ply a blank area at the edge of Sinan­ju Bay.




    “Do they not have streets in Sinan­ju?” he asked him­self.




    Colonel Ditko got on the phone. He called his li­ai­son in the North Ko­re­an

    gov­ern­ment.




    “Cap­tain Nekep speak­ing,” said an oily voice.




    “I must ask you a ques­tion. You must not re­peat this ques­tion to any­one.”




    “Done,” said Cap­tain Nekep, who had been a low­ly cor­po­ral un­til Colonel Ditko tipped

    him off to a planned as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempt against North Ko­rea’s Great Lead­er, Kim Il

    Sung. As a re­sult, Nekep had been pro­mot­ed and Colonel Ditko had a po­ten­tial­ly valu­able

    al­ly in the North Ko­rea Army.




    “What do you know of Sinan­ju?” Ditko asked.




    “On our of­fi­cial maps, it is des­ig­nat­ed as a re­strict­ed area with a dou­ble red

    line.”




    Ditko whis­tled sound­less­ly. The Pres­iden­tial Palace in Py­ongyang rat­ed on­ly a

    sin­gle red line.




    “It is a mil­itary in­stal­la­tion, then?”




    “No. It is a fish­ing vil­lage.”




    “Does it not seem strange to you, Cap­tain, that a mere fish­ing vil­lage is kept off

    lim­its?”




    “I do not ask ques­tions about mat­ters when to know the an­swer car­ries a hang­ing

    penal­ty.”




    “I need to get a per­son in­to Sinan­ju.”




    “I do not know you,” said Cap­tain Nekep, and hung up.




    “In­grate,” Colonel Ditko hissed. But the cap­tain’s re­ac­tion had sat­is­fied him that the

    video­tape record­ing made by the Ko­re­an-​Amer­ican jour­nal­ist Sam­my Kee was in­deed

    valu­able.




    He would take the tape to Moscow per­son­al­ly. It was risky, but great re­wards might

    re­sult from the tak­ing of such a risk. And Colonel Vik­tor Ditko had known dis­grace in his

    ca­reer. He did not fear it.




    In the base­ment of the Rus­sian em­bassy, Colonel Ditko un­locked the in­ter­ro­ga­tion

    room, which he had or­dered off lim­its.




    Sam­my Kee awoke with a start. He had been sleep­ing on a mat. He slept a lot. At first, he

    couldn’t sleep from ner­vous ex­haus­tion, but af­ter a day and a half of cap­tiv­ity,

    de­pres­sion had set in like a nag­ging cold. He slept a lot when he was de­pressed. It was a

    bless­ing now.




    “Get up,” Colonel Ditko or­dered.




    Sam­my got up, rub­bing the sleep from his eyes. “Lis­ten to me. Here is food and wa­ter and

    a bowl for your bod­ily func­tions. I will not be able to let you out to go to the bath­room

    for at least three days. Do not fear that I have aban­doned you. I am go­ing to Moscow, to

    speak with the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary per­son­al­ly. In the mean­time, you will stay locked

    with­in this room. I am tak­ing the on­ly key with me. Do not cry for help. Do not call

    at­ten­tion to your­self. I am the on­ly per­son in the com­pound who knows you are here. If

    oth­ers find you, your death would be cer­tain.”




    “I un­der­stand,” said Sam­my Kee dul­ly.




    “You are a long way from San Fran­cis­co,” Colonel Ditko re­mind­ed him.




    “I know.”




    “Good. I will re­turn with­in three days.”




    “What if you don’t?”




    “It will be bet­ter for you to starve to death in this room than if you are dis­cov­ered.

    You know that?” And Sam­my Kee slipped to the floor as the door locked shut.




    It was sound psy­chol­ogy, Colonel Ditko knew. The Ko­re­an-​Amer­ican might hate him and

    fear him, and that would be use­ful lat­er. But for the next few days, Sam­my Kee would live

    for Colonel Ditko’s re­turn, be­cause Ditko’s re­turn meant fresh food and re­lief from the

    claus­tro­pho­bic smell of his own ex­cre­ment.




    It was so easy to ma­nip­ulate these soft Amer­icans, Colonel Ditko thought to him­self. In

    his home en­vi­ron­ment, Sam­my Kee would not think twice about his next meal. Bath­room

    fa­cil­ities he took for grant­ed. Colonel Ditko had made them more im­por­tant than any­thing

    else-​in­clud­ing Sam­my Kee’s de­sire to es­cape. That would safe­guard his own se­cret un­til

    he re­turned to North Ko­rea.




    Re­turn­ing to his own quar­ters, Colonel Vik­tor Ditko re­moved his glass­es and dropped

    them to the hard­wood floor. They did not shat­ter. So he crushed them un­der the heel of his

    boot.




    Pick­ing up the largest shard of one lens, Colonel Ditko walked to his bunk. In the So­vi­et

    KGB there were no trans­fers home, not by re­quest or bribe. On­ly for med­ical

    emer­gen­cy.




    But Colonel Ditko had to get back to Moscow. And so, he sat on his bunk and, steel­ing

    him­self, slow­ly sliced the pupil of his left eye with a piece of bro­ken eye­glass.




    The re­wards, he told him­self as he ground his teeth in agony, would be worth the pain.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, are you com­fort­able?” Re­mo asked ten­der­ly.




    Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, lay on a reed mat on the floor of the sub­ma­rine cab­in. They

    had been giv­en the largest of­fi­cers’ state­room, which meant that, with the fold­ing bunk

    up, it was slight­ly more spa­cious than a pantry. Two fluffy pil­lows cra­dled Chi­un’s aged

    head. His hazel eyes were dreamy, half-​closed.




    “I will be com­fort­able when this voy­age is at last over.”




    “Me too,” said Re­mo, kneel­ing be­side Chi­un. The room pitched ev­er so slight­ly.

    In­cense curled from brass bowls Re­mo had placed in ev­ery cor­ner of the cab­in to smoth­er

    the stale metal­lic taste of the re­cir­cu­lat­ed air that was in­escapable on even the most

    mod­ern nu­cle­ar sub­ma­rine. Re­mo had spent half the af­ter­noon cov­er­ing the false wood

    pan­el­ing of the walls with tapestries from the four­teen steam­er trunks that con­tained

    Chi­un’s per­son­al pos­ses­sions.




    “The cap­tain said we should be ar­riv­ing be­fore evening,” Re­mo said.




    “How would he know? There is no evening in this filthy ves­sel.”




    “Hush,” said Re­mo, try­ing to soothe Chi­un’s mood. “We were lucky that this sub was ready

    to go.”




    “Did you check the gold, as I asked?”




    “Twice in the last hour. It is safe.”




    “It is well. This may be the last gold the vil­lage of Sinan­ju will re­ceive from the mad

    Em­per­or Smith.”




    “Don’t say that, Chi­un.”




    “Still,” Clri­un con­tin­ued, his eyes still half-​closed, “I am at peace, for we are go­ing

    home. To Sinan­ju.”




    “You are go­ing home, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Sinan­ju is your home, not mine. Smith ex­pects me to

    re­turn to Amer­ica.”




    “How can you re­turn to that land? And leave your wife? Your chil­dren? Your vil­lage?”




    Re­mo for­got him­self and asked, “Wife? Chil­dren? What are you bab­bling about?”




    “Why, the wife you will take once we are in Sinan­ju. And the chil­dren she will bear you.

    It is your du­ty, Re­mo. When I am gone, you must car­ry on the tra­di­tions. And Sinan­ju must

    have an heir.”




    “I am hon­ored, Lit­tle Fa­ther, but I don’t know that I can do that.”




    “Do not be shy, Re­mo. If you can­not find a Sinan­ju maid­en who will ac­cept your

    white­ness, I will find one for you. I promise.”




    “Oh no,” said Re­mo. “Not more match­mak­ing. Re­mem­ber what hap­pened last time you tried

    to fix me up with a Ko­re­an girl? I’m not go­ing through that again.”




    “I am dy­ing, with­out a true heir, bereft of grand­chil­dren, and you are bur­den­ing me

    with your child­ish con­cerns.”




    “I am sor­ry you do not have grand­chil­dren, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I can­not help that.”




    “Per­haps if you hur­ry, I will live long enough to see your bride fat with child. I could

    go peace­ful­ly in­to the Void then. That would be enough. It is not the same as bounc­ing a

    grand­child on my knee, but I have been cursed by mis­for­tune all my life.”




    “You’ve made more mon­ey from Amer­ica’s con­tract than all of the Mas­ters in Sinan­ju

    his­to­ry com­bined.”




    “I have not got­ten re­spect. I have not worked for a true em­per­or, but for a doc­tor, and

    a quack at that. In Egypt, the court physi­cian al­ways walked a full two paces be­hind the

    roy­al as­sas­sin. Now we are re­duced to work­ing for blood­let­ters.”




    “The vil­lage can live com­fort­ably for cen­turies on the stuff in your trea­sure

    house.”




    “How many times have I in­struct­ed you that Mas­ters of Sinan­ju do not touch cap­ital?”

    Chi­un de­mand­ed. “I am the first Mas­ter to change his name in shame. Have I told you that

    sto­ry, Re­mo?”




    Re­mo start­ed to say yes, but Chi­un was al­ready in­to the tale.




    “I was not al­ways known as Chi­un. I was born Nui­hc, son of Nui­hc, grand­son of Yui. My

    line was a proud line, for I was the bear­er of the great tra­di­tion of Sinan­ju. But my house

    fell on hard times. First there were the ter­ri­ble Eu­ro­pean wars that blan­ket­ed the world,

    when there was no prop­er work for the as­sas­sin. Just for foot sol­diers. My prime years were

    spent in idle­ness and in­glo­ri­ous tasks.




    “I mar­ried un­wise­ly. For my wife, who was sharp of tongue and avari­cious of na­ture,

    bore me no heirs. This was a tragedy, but not with­out sal­va­tion. At her in­sis­tence, I

    agreed to train as the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju a nephew, al­so named, af­ter me, Nui­hc. I

    trained him in the sun source. He was a good pupil. He learned slow­ly, but he learned

    thor­ough­ly. Un­like some.”




    Re­mo didn’t know if that last was a dig or a left­hand­ed com­pli­ment. He let it pass.




    “When the day came that I stepped down as Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, Nui­hc went off on his first

    task. The days passed in si­lence, they turned to weeks, and months. And when years passed, I

    heard how this Nui­hc, this fat-​faced de­ceiv­er, was prac­tic­ing Sinan­ju willy-​nil­ly all

    over the world. Not a dram of trib­ute came back to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju. It looked as if

    hard times were back, and soon we would be send­ing the ba­bies home to the sea.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. Send­ing the ba­bies home to the sea meant drown­ing them. The Vil­lage of

    Sinan­ju was poor, the soil un­plantable, the wa­ters of the bay too frigid to yield food fish.

    In old­en times, when there wasn’t enough food for ev­ery­one, the ba­bies were drowned in the

    cold bay in the hope that they would be re­born in a bet­ter time. First the girls, then, as a

    last re­sort, the boys. In Sinan­ju, they called it “send­ing the ba­bies home to the sea” to

    ease the pain of the ter­ri­ble ne­ces­si­ty.




    “And so,” Chi­un con­tin­ued, “at an age when Mas­ters be­fore me were hap­pi­ly re­tired

    from world trav­el and rais­ing many grand­chil­dren, I again took up the re­spon­si­bil­ity of

    my an­ces­tors. In my shame, I re­versed the let­ters of my name, Nui­hc, so that none would

    think I was re­lat­ed to the base traitor, al­so called Nui­hc. And I be­came Chi­un. So I was

    known when we first met, Re­mo.”




    Re­mo re­mem­bered. It was in Fol­croft’s gym­na­si­um. It seemed like a long time ago.

    Chi­un was the train­er Mac­Cleary and Smith had picked to trans­form Re­mo in­to CURE’s killer

    arm. At first, Chi­un mere­ly taught Re­mo karate, a lit­tle Nin­jut­su, and some oth­er light

    skills. But af­ter a few weeks, Chi­un sud­den­ly told Re­mo to for­get ev­ery­thing he had

    learned up till then.




    “Child’s games,” Chi­un had whis­pered. “Tricks stolen from my an­ces­tors by thieves. They

    are the rays of the sun source. Sinan­ju is the source. I will now teach you Sinan­ju.”




    And so it had be­gun.




    “I re­mem­ber when Mac­Cleary first came to my vil­lage,” Chi­un con­tin­ued in a far­away

    voice. “I had again re­tired, this time for lack of em­ploy­ment. Mac­Cleary asked for

    some­thing no one had asked for in many cen­turies. He asked, not for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s

    ser­vice, but for his help train­ing an­oth­er in the sun source. In more plen­ti­ful times, I

    would have slain him where he stood just for sug­gest­ing such a thing. But those were not

    plen­ti­ful times. And so I agreed, shamed as I was.”




    “You weren’t sor­ry long, Lit­tle Fa­ther.” Re­mo smiled. “I took to Sinan­ju bet­ter than

    any­one be­fore.”




    “Si­lence,” said Chi­un, this time open­ing his eyes. “Who is telling this sto­ry? You or I?

    And if you were a good pupil-​which I do not ad­mit-​it is on­ly be­cause you had per­fec­tion

    for a teach­er.”




    “Ex­cuse me,” Re­mo said, but he was se­cret­ly glad. Chi­un seemed to be com­ing out of his

    half-​drowse. There was a lit­tle of the old fire in his eyes again, and it made Re­mo’s heart

    rise.




    “This Mac­Cleary told me I would be train­ing an or­phan, one who had been found in a

    bas­ket on a doorstep. I was pleased to hear this. The younger they are the bet­ter they

    ab­sorb Sinan­ju.”




    Chi­un turned his face to Re­mo.




    “Imag­ine my dis­gust when I learned you were ful­ly grown, ex­cept in mind.”




    “You got over it,” Re­mo said gen­tly.




    “What I did not get over was your white­ness. I could have trained an­oth­er Ko­re­an. Even

    a Chi­nese or a Fil­ipino. Any prop­er­ly col­ored per­son. But a white-​worse, an Amer­ican

    white of un­cer­tain parent­age. I near­ly went home when I first cast eyes up­on you. That was

    when I de­cid­ed to teach you karate and oth­er less­er arts stolen from Sinan­ju. Who would

    know the dif­fer­ence?”




    “I did.”




    “No, you did not. But Mac­Cleary knew. He knew of the leg­ends. He un­der­stood. I should

    have trained him.”




    “You don’t be­lieve that, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Too much has gone on be­tween us.”




    “Too much for me to un­der­stand your in­grat­itude. You think that Sinan­ju is just

    killing? Just fun, fun, fun? How typ­ical­ly white to eat of the fruit and ne­glect to re­turn

    the seeds to soil so that oth­ers might en­joy the good­ness of it in a lat­er sea­son. One

    grand­son. It is all I ask. Is that too much? Even Nui­hc would have giv­en me that.”




    “We got him, though, didn’t we?”




    “And soon I will join him, un­honored, with­out as­sur­ance that my line will

    con­tin­ue.”




    “Let’s talk about it lat­er,” Re­mo said. “Would you like some rice?”




    “I am too shamed to eat.”




    “I’m go­ing to make some any­way,” Re­mo said pleas­ant­ly.




    “I would choke on the grains.”




    “White or brown?” asked Re­mo.




    “Brown. I have sworn off all white things,” said Chi­un, and closed his eyes again.




    Cap­tain Lee En­right Leahy had made the run from San Diego to Sinan­ju har­bor ev­ery

    Novem­ber for more than a dozen years. He had once kept a log of ev­ery trip in his per­son­al

    di­ary in case the truth be­hind his mis­sions ev­er came out and he had the chance to write

    his mem­oirs. But af­ter his wife had point­ed out that Cap­tain Leahy had some­how aged ten

    years each Novem­ber, he stopped count­ing. He didn’t want to know. He was on­ly fifty-​five,

    but he looked sev­en­ty.




    But who wouldn’t look sev­en­ty, if once a year he had to com­mand the Unit­ed States

    sub­ma­rine Darter on a sui­cide mis­sion? It might have helped Cap­tain Leahy’s peace of mind

    if some­one had told him what it was all about. But no one ev­er did. In the ear­ly days, Leahy

    had as­sumed it was a CIA op­er­ation. Then af­ter the Congress had reined in the CIA in the

    mid-1974’s, the op­er­ation con­tin­ued undis­turbed. In fact, it had loos­ened up. The Darter

    no longer had to run across the Pa­cif­ic at flank bell speed and take all kinds of eva­sive

    ac­tion off the coast of Chi­na to reach the Yel­low Sea. The fix was in, Cap­tain Leahy knew.

    That made it an NSC op­er­ation. Had to be. On­ly the cow­boys at the Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty

    Coun­cil could pull off some­thing this big once a year like clock­work.




    But it was cra­zier this year. The Darter was be­ing re­fit­ted for the mis­sion when

    emer­gen­cy or­ders came in: ship out a week ear­ly. It was an im­pos­si­ble or­der. But the

    car­go was load­ed and ready. All Cap­tain Leahy had to do was re­call the crew, who were

    scat­tered to the four winds. Cap­tain Leahy had nev­er seen such a mo­bi­liza­tion. He would

    have thought World War III was about to break out. In­stead, two civil­ians were air­lift­ed to

    the sub un­der cov­er of dark­ness. A Cau­casian and an el­der­ly Ko­re­an. Leahy as­sumed the

    old one was Ko­re­an. They were bound for Ko­rea, weren’t they? Leahy had seen them both

    be­fore. He had fer­ried them to North Ko­rea be­fore. Who­ev­er they were, they were VIP’s

    with two V’s-​Very, Very Im­por­tant Peo­ple.




    On this run, as on the pre­vi­ous cross­ings, the pair stayed in their state­room. They even

    cooked their own food there. Cap­tain Leahy had once sent them a cou­ple of Lon­don-​broil

    steaks from his per­son­al larder. The steaks were found in the trash-​dis­pos­al unit on the

    leg home. Were they afraid of be­ing poi­soned? En­ter­ing Con­trol, Cap­tain Leahy won­dered,

    for the thou­sandth time, who they were. His wildest imag­in­ings didn’t even come close to the

    truth. “We’ve reached Point Sier­ra, sir,” the ex­ec­utive of­fi­cer told him, giv­ing the code

    name for their des­ti­na­tion. It snapped him out of his glassy-​eyed rever­ie. “Cap­tain of

    the Watch, rig con­trols for black and pre­pare to sur­face,” Cap­tain Leahy barked.




    “Aye aye, sir.”




    The scar­let il­lu­mi­na­tion lights in the con­trol room winked out. On­ly the eerie glow

    of the con­trol in­di­ca­tors shone.




    The Darter broke sur­face two miles off the North Ko­re­an coast. The Yel­low Sea was cold,

    gray, and run­ning high. It al­ways ran high at this time of year, which was prob­ably the

    rea­son the dropoff was al­ways in Novem­ber.




    “Pop hatch­es,” he said, get­ting ready to climb out on deck. “Get the rafts ready.”




    Dressed in oils, Cap­tain Leahy stood on the icy up­per deck try­ing to keep his teeth from

    chat­ter­ing. Cold waves crashed against the con­ning sail, send­ing nee­dles of spray in­to

    the air.




    It had been years since Leahy had to land the gold in the rocky Ko­re­an har­bor by

    frog­men. Now they let him sur­face off the North Ko­re­an coast and land the car­go by rub­ber

    raft. NSC for sure, he said to him­self. The fix was in. But the knowl­edge didn’t re­lieve his

    peace of mind one whit. He re­mem­bered what had hap­pened to the crew of the Pueblo so many

    years ago, when they had been cap­tured in North Ko­re­an wa­ters.




    Cap­tain Leahy scanned the dis­tant shore with his binoc­ulars. The hori­zon was a bro­ken

    line of rocks. But he was look­ing for two rocks in par­tic­ular, the for­ma­tion that his

    orig­inal or­ders called the Horns of Wel­come.




    When Cap­tain Leahy spot­ted the Horns of Wel­come, he sent word be­low.




    “Tell the pas­sen­gers we’re here.”




    “Where?” asked his of­fi­cer of the deck, who was new to this op­er­ation.




    “Don’t ask. I looked at a map of North Ko­rea once. I think we’re off the shore of a place

    called Sinan­ju.”




    “What is it?”




    “Sinan­ju. That’s all I was able to learn.”




    “Tells you a lot.”




    “It’s more than we should know.”




    Two sailors brought the old Ko­re­an up the weapons-​ship­ping hatch in a strap-​in

    stretch­er. Once top­side, they un­did the web­bing re­straints and trans­ferred him to a

    wick­er wheelchair. The Cau­casian is­sued the or­ders.




    “Be care­ful with him.”




    The old Ko­re­an looked like a pale wrin­kled mum­my, as if he were near death. But when one

    of the sailors car­ry­ing the car­go-​five crates of gold in­gots-​tripped over his own feet

    and dropped one crate, the old man’s long-​nailed hand seemed to drift out and light­ly touch

    the of­fend­ing crew­man’s right el­bow.




    “Be care­ful with that, white!” the Ko­re­an hissed. The sailor grabbed his el­bow and went

    in­to a dance like a man who had stuck his tongue in­to a wall sock­et.




    The crew­man had to be re­placed while the crates were load­ed on­to five col­lapsi­ble

    mo­tor dinghies, each manned by one sailor.




    Next came the four­teen lac­quered steam­er trunks. They were load­ed in­to rub­ber rafts,

    one for each trunk.




    Fi­nal­ly, the Ori­en­tal was gen­tly set in an­oth­er raft, and the Cau­casian got in with

    him.




    “My God, this looks like a beach-​as­sault op­er­ation,” the of­fi­cer of the deck groaned.

    “What hap­pens if a North Ko­re­an de­stroy­er stum­bles across us?”




    “It hap­pened once, two years ago,” Cap­tain Leahy said grim­ly.




    “Oh? What hap­pened?”




    “They hung around long enough to iden­ti­fy us as Amer­ican. Then they came about and

    ran.”




    “They had us dead to rights and they ran?”




    “No. They had us dead to rights and dead in the wa­ter. We were sit­ting ducks. That’s when

    they ran.”




    “My God, what kind of op­er­ation is this?”




    “I don’t know, but my guess is we’re mak­ing some kind of his­to­ry here.”




    “I hope I live long enough to read about it,” the of­fi­cer of the deck whis­pered.




    “Me too,” Cap­tain Leahy said fer­vent­ly. He watched the progress of the rafts through his

    binoc­ulars. Half the time they were in­vis­ible in the chop­py seas. He wait­ed. It was a bad

    place to wait.




    When the boats at last re­turned, emp­ty, the lead­er of the land­ing par­ty climbed

    aboard.




    “Mis­sion ac­com­plished, sir!” he said, salut­ing.




    “Ex­cel­lent. Now let’s get the hell out of this place.”




    “Un­til next year, any­way,” the of­fi­cer of the deck said.




    “Shut up, mis­ter,” Cap­tain Lee En­right Leahy snapped. “You may be here next year, but I

    won’t. They’ve got me up for ear­ly re­tire­ment. I just hope I have enough good years left in

    me to en­joy them.”


  




  

    Chapter 7




    The pack­age ar­rived in the of­fice of the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary of the Union of So­vi­et

    So­cial­ist Re­publics at ten-​thir­ty in the morn­ing. It was ad­dressed to the Gen­er­al

    Sec­re­tary per­son­al­ly and car­ried the fol­low­ing warn­ing, in let­ters of the Cyril­lic

    al­pha­bet: “FOR THE EYES OF THE GEN­ER­AL SEC­RE­TARY ON­LY. IM­POR­TANT SE­CRET

    EN­CLOSED.




    Mys­te­ri­ous pack­ages did not of­ten come to the Krem­lin’s bustling mail­room. The

    pack­age was im­me­di­ate­ly placed in a lead-​lined buck­et and sent by dumb­wait­er-​a rel­ic

    from czarist days-​to a base­ment bunker.




    There, a team of ex­plo­sives-​dis­pos­al ex­perts placed it un­der a flu­oro­scope. The X

    ray re­vealed the ghost­ly out­lines of a rect­an­gu­lar box con­tain­ing what ap­peared to be

    two coils. That was enough for them to bring in the dogs.




    They sent in the Ger­man shep­herds, spe­cial­ly trained to scent ex­plo­sives. While the

    dogs sniffed the pack­age, their train­ers hun­kered down be­hind a five-​foot-​thick con­crete

    but­tress.




    When, af­ter five min­utes, the dogs did not howl, the ex­perts emerged tim­orous­ly,

    shed­ding their pro­tec­tive out­fits.




    “It ap­pears to be harm­less,” mut­tered the head of the team.




    “What if you are wrong?” asked the sec­ond mem­ber of the team.




    “Then we will be wrong.”




    “You will sign the cer­tifi­cate of safe­ty then, com­rade.”




    “Then I alone will get the cred­it.”




    “I will sign the cer­tifi­cate al­so,” said the third mem­ber of the team, who was in charge

    of the dogs. They all signed the cer­tifi­cate and the pack­age was run up the dumb­wait­er to

    the of­fice of the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary.




    The sec­re­tary to the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary brought the pack­age in to her su­pe­ri­or.




    “I did not open it, Com­rade Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary,” she said.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary re­gard­ed the pack­age. His high fore­head wrin­kled in

    per­plex­ity, send­ing the wine-​col­ored birth­mark that rode high on his skull in­to

    con­vul­sions. There was no re­turn ad­dress on the out­side of the pack­age.




    “You did well. Now leave me.”




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary slit the edge of the pack­age, which was of re­in­forced

    card­board, with a let­ter open­er and un­did the end flap.




    Out popped a black video cas­sette wrapped in a copy of Izves­tia. With­in the page was a

    thick sheaf of pages, close­ly typed. There was al­so a note, hand­writ­ten.




    The note read: Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary,




    This tape con­tains in­for­ma­tion of glob­al im­port. I beg you to watch it in soli­tude.

    En­closed is a tran­script of the per­son speak­ing on the tape, first in his na­tive

    lan­guage, then in En­glish, and again in Rus­sian. The Rus­sian tran­script is mine. If you

    wish to speak to me on this se­ri­ous mat­ter, I am in the Mil­itary Ward of the Krem­lin

    Clin­ic.




    Yours faith­ful­ly, Vik­tor Ditko, Colonel, Com­mit­tee of State Se­cu­ri­ty




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary buzzed his per­son­al sec­re­tary-“Do not dis­turb me for the next

    hour”-and went in­to the ad­join­ing con­fer­ence room where there was an Amer­ican-​made video

    cas­sette recorder. He watched the tape in deep si­lence, tran­script in hand. When he was

    done, his face was two de­grees paler. His cra­nial birth­mark, by con­trast, was livid. He

    grabbed for the in­ter­com like an al­co­holic.




    “I wish to know the sta­tus of a KGB colonel cur­rent­ly be­ing treat­ed at the Krem­lin

    Clin­ic.”




    The sec­re­tary came back with a ver­bal re­port: “Com­rade Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary, Colonel

    Vik­tor Ditko is await­ing an eye op­er­ation, and is con­sid­ered un­der ar­rest for

    pos­si­ble dere­lic­tion of du­ty.”




    “The spe­cif­ic charge?”




    “That he de­lib­er­ate­ly caused se­vere in­jury to his eye in or­der to avoid du­ty.” The

    sec­re­tary wore a dis­ap­prov­ing ex­pres­sion when she gave the re­port.




    “His sta­tion?”




    “Head of se­cu­ri­ty, So­vi­et em­bassy, Py­ongyang, Peo­ple’s Demo­crat­ic Re­pub­lic of

    Ko­rea.”




    “I will see him in this of­fice, with­in the hour.”




    “He has a his­to­ry of shirk­ing his re­spon­si­bil­ities,” the sec­re­tary added.




    “He will not shirk this ap­point­ment, I as­sure you.”




    “As you wish, Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary.”




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko smiled as he was ush­ered in­to the baroque of­fice of the Gen­er­al

    Sec­re­tary. He looked pale. His uni­form was not ful­ly pressed. The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary

    took his mea­sure. Ditko ap­peared to be a dull, stu­dious sort, not very per­son­able in

    ap­pear­ance, but there was a hint of cun­ning in his eyes. Or rather, in the one eye that was

    not cov­ered by a black eye­patch. The rak­ish look that eye­patch­es nor­mal­ly give a man was

    un­der­cut and made in­con­gru­ous by the horn-​rimmed glass­es he wore.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary waved him to a chair with­out a word.




    “Thank you, Com­rade Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary,” said Colonel Ditko. He looked over­im­pressed

    by his sur­round­ings. The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary thought for a mo­ment that he was go­ing to do

    some­thing stupid, like bow­ing from the waist.




    “I have watched the tape,” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary said af­ter a long pause.




    “It is im­por­tant, da?”




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary nod­ded. “It may be. Who has seen this tape aside from you?”




    “The per­son who record­ed it. He al­so pre­pared the tran­scripts.”




    “No one else?”




    “I swear. I un­der­stand its im­por­tance.”




    “You came by this how?”




    And Colonel Vik­tor Ditko let the sto­ry spill out, the words tum­bling from his prim mouth

    so swift­ly they ran to­geth­er and the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary was forced to ask him to slow

    down.




    When it was over, Colonel Ditko said, “I knew I had to get this to you. I dared not send it

    by diplo­mat­ic pouch. I had to in­flict an in­jury up­on my­self to fa­cil­itate my re­turn.

    My su­pe­ri­ors be­lieve I was derelict in my du­ty. But of course, you know

    dif­fer­ent­ly.”




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary dis­missed the sub­ject of Colonel Ditko’s su­pe­ri­ors with an

    im­pa­tient wave. “Your eye. What did the doc­tors say?”




    “Re­pair is pos­si­ble. We have ex­cel­lent eye sur­geons in Moscow.”




    “I will see that you get the best. What do you want from me?”




    “Sir?”




    “Your re­ward,” asked the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary.




    “A bet­ter post. One in Moscow.”




    “You have some­thing in mind?”




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko hes­itat­ed, and the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary be­gan to sus­pect that the

    colonel was mere­ly a clever fool. When Colonel Ditko forced the trem­bling an­swer out, the

    Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary knew he was a fool.




    “The Ninth Di­rec­torate. Pos­si­bly?”




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary sti­fled a laugh. It came out as a ex­plo­sive grunt and Colonel

    Ditko won­dered if he’d over­reached him­self.




    The Ninth Di­rec­torate was re­spon­si­ble for guard­ing mem­bers of the Polit­buro. The

    Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary could not be­lieve it. The man had risked his ca­reer and maimed him­self

    to de­liv­er a se­cret of such im­mense im­port that it promised to tip the bal­ance of pow­er

    be­tween East and West, and he asked noth­ing more than to be ap­point­ed glo­ri­fied

    body­guard to the Polit­buro. The man could have had an ap­point­ment that would have led, in

    the course of a half-​de­cent ca­reer, to a po­si­tion on the Polit­buro it­self. Here was a

    fool.




    But the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary did not say that. In­stead, he said, “It is pos­si­ble. Where

    is the per­son who taped this?”




    “He is a pris­on­er in our Py­ongyang em­bassy.”




    “And he is half-​Ko­re­an. Good. Do you think you can un­der­take an im­por­tant mis­sion

    for your coun­try?”




    “At your ser­vice, Com­rade Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary.”




    “Re­turn to Ko­rea. Send this Sam­my Kee back to Sinan­ju. Get more proof. Bet­ter proof.

    Any proof. Per­haps some of the records in Sinan­ju, es­pe­cial­ly any records hav­ing to do

    with Amer­ica. Bring them to me. I will act on this when I know ex­act­ly what cards I am

    hold­ing. I do not wish to be trumped.”




    “I will re­turn to Py­ongyang di­rect­ly,” said Colonel Vik­tor Ditko as he got to his feet.

    “And I promise you suc­cess, Com­rade Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary.”




    “I ex­pect no less,” said the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary dis­mis­sive­ly.




    As he watched Colonel Vik­tor Ditko give a crisp salute and turn on his heel, the Gen­er­al

    Sec­re­tary of the Union of So­vi­et So­cial­ist Re­publics won­dered where in the Ninth

    Di­rec­torate he could bury this fool of a ca­reer colonel. He was too much a buf­foon to trust

    with guard­ing any­one of im­por­tance. Per­haps he would as­sign him to one of his po­lit­ical

    ri­vals.




    Sam­my Kee was more fright­ened than he’d ev­er been.




    He hud­dled in a cor­ner of the in­ter­ro­ga­tion room in the base­ment of the Rus­sian

    em­bassy in Py­ongyang and breathed through his mouth to keep the stench out of his nos­trils.

    Some­times he retched. On­ly by stick­ing his mouth and nose down in­to his peas­ant blouse

    could he stop the gag­ging re­flex caused by the odor em­anat­ing from the big wood­en bowl in

    the far cor­ner.




    It had been four days since Colonel Vik­tor Ditko had locked the door on Sam­my Kee. Ditko

    had said he would be gone on­ly three days. Had some­thing hap­pened? Had Ditko got­ten in­to

    an ac­ci­dent while driv­ing to the air­port? Had his plane crashed? A thou­sand

    pos­si­bil­ities ran through Sam­my Kee’s fright­ened mind.




    Sam­my Kee didn’t know what to do. He was out of canned food. There was no more wa­ter. The

    room was emp­ty ex­cept for the plain ta­ble and two old hard­wood chairs. He won­dered if it

    was pos­si­ble to chew wood so that it was di­gestible. He had nev­er be­lieved a Rus­sian

    could be so cru­el. He want­ed to write Pe­ter, Paul, and Mary to tell them.




    Heavy foot­steps sound­ed out­side the door, and Sam­my’s heart leapt at the sound. He

    crawled to the door, as he had at ev­ery noise for three days, and pressed his ear to the

    pan­el. But no scrape of a key in the lock came. No rat­tle of a door­knob. Sam­my want­ed to

    cry out for some­one, any­one. But he didn’t. He nev­er did. He want­ed to live. More than

    any­thing, he want­ed to live.




    And he knew that, in his po­si­tion, Colonel Vik­tor Ditko meant life it­self.




    As if it would help his predica­ment, Sam­my Kee cursed the day he heard the name of

    Sinan­ju. He cursed his grand­fa­ther, but he knew it was not his grand­fa­ther’s fault. His

    grand­fa­ther had been an old bro­ken man. One who should have stayed in Ko­rea. Maybe all of

    Sam­my Kee’s fam­ily should have stayed in Ko­rea. He cried when he thought of that.




    Maybe it would be bet­ter in Moscow, Sam­my Kee thought. He toyed with the idea, even though

    deep in his heart he doubt­ed he would ev­er leave Ko­rea alive. But the hu­man spir­it is an

    un­con­quer­able thing. And so Sam­my imag­ined what it would be like to drink in the bit­ter

    cold air of Red Square, to shop at the big Moscow de­part­ment store, GUM. Or maybe they would

    let him shop at the In­tourist stores, where he could get West­ern goods at cheap­er prices.

    And then Sam­my thought again of San Fran­cis­co, and he broke down.




    He was still cry­ing when some­one rat­tled the door­knob. The door lock turned. And be­fore

    Sam­my Kee could even be­gin to reg­is­ter hope or fear, Colonel Vik­tor Ditko stood in the

    room, re­gard­ing him with a sin­gle cold eye.




    “Ug­gh!” Colonel Ditko said, re­act­ing to the waft­ing stench. “Out, quick­ly.”




    And Sam­my came run­ning.




    Colonel Ditko hus­tled him in­to a cor­ner of the base­ment, be­side a creaky roar­ing

    fur­nace.




    “I was longer than I ex­pect­ed,” the colonel said. Sam­my Kee nod­ded word­less­ly, not­ing

    but not ask­ing about the colonel’s eye­patch.




    “You were not found.”




    “No,” said Sam­my Kee.




    “Good. Lis­ten to me, Sam­my Kee. I have been to Moscow. I have spo­ken to a great man,

    per­haps the great­est lead­er in the world. He has seen your tape and he says it is not

    enough. Not enough to give you asy­lum, nor to pay you mon­ey.”




    Sam­my Kee gave out a great rack­ing sob.




    “I have be­trayed my coun­try for noth­ing,” he blub­bered.




    “Do not fold on me now. This is not over. You are a brave man, Sam­my Kee.”




    But Sam­my Kee was not lis­ten­ing. He seemed about to faint.




    Colonel Ditko shook Sam­my’s shoul­der vi­olent­ly. “Lis­ten to me. You are a brave man. You

    en­tered this fortress coun­try on your own ini­tia­tive. And when you were dis­cov­ered you

    had the pres­ence of mind to seek the on­ly safe haven open to a West­ern­er trapped in North

    Ko­rea. Dig down in­to your­self and dredge up that brav­ery again. It, and on­ly it, will save

    you now.”




    “I will do any­thing you ask,” said Sam­my Kee at last.




    “Good. Where is your video equip­ment?”




    “I buried it in the sand. Near Sinan­ju.”




    “With ex­tra tapes?”




    “Yes.”




    “I am send­ing you back to Sinan­ju. To­day. Now. I will see that you have safe con­duct to

    the clos­est place. From there, you can get back to the vil­lage, nyet?”




    “I don’t want to go back there.”




    “Choice does not en­ter in­to it,” Ditko said cold­ly. “I am send­ing you back to Sinan­ju.

    There you will ob­tain fur­ther proof of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his Amer­ican

    con­nec­tion, if you have to steal the very records of Sinan­ju. You will bring them back to

    me. Do you un­der­stand? Do you?”




    “Yes,” said Sam­my Kee dul­ly.




    “You will bring back to me all the se­crets of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. All of them. And

    when you do this, you shall be re­ward­ed.”




    “I will live in Moscow?”




    “If you wish. Or we can send you back to Amer­ica.”




    “I can’t go back there. I’ve be­trayed my coun­try.”




    “Fool. Do not let your guilt con­fuse you. No one knows this. And even if word of your

    per­fidy should leak out, it will not mat­ter. You have stum­bled up­on a se­cret so

    em­bar­rass­ing to the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment that they would not dare pros­ecute you.”




    And for the first time, Sam­my Kee smiled. It was all go­ing to work out. He could al­most

    see the Gold­en Gate Bridge in his mind’s eye.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    When the last of the Darter’s crew had pad­dled their rafts back out in­to the for­bid­ding

    cold­ness of Sinan­ju har­bor, Re­mo Williams stood on the rocky shore be­tween the Horns of

    Wel­come, which were al­so record­ed in the his­to­ry of the House of Sinan­ju as the Horns of

    Warn­ing.




    Re­mo looked around. There was no wel­com­ing par­ty, but the two men had not been

    ex­pect­ed. Re­mo ad­just­ed the flan­nel blan­ket that cov­ered the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s lap,

    tuck­ing the cor­ners in­to the wick­er wheelchair.




    “Don’t wor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said ten­der­ly. “I’ll get the vil­lagers down here

    to help with the gold.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “They must not see me like this. Help me to my feet, Re­mo.”




    “You can’t get up,” said Re­mo. “You’re ill.”




    “I may be ill, but I am still the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I do not want the peo­ple of my

    vil­lage to see me like this. They might lose heart. As­sist me to my feet.”




    Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo stripped the blan­ket free. Chi­un eased him­self up like an

    arthrit­ic. Re­mo took him by the arm and helped him to his feet.




    “Dis­pose of that thing,” said Chi­un. “I will not look at it again.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “What­ev­er you say, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” and he took the wheelchair in both

    hands and with a half-​twist of his body sent it arc­ing up in­to the star-​sprin­kled sky. It

    splashed in­to the bay wa­ters far out past the wave line.




    Chi­un stood, un­steady on his feet, his arms tucked in­to his vo­lu­mi­nous sleeves. He

    sniffed the air del­icate­ly.




    “I am home,” he in­toned. “These are the smells of my child­hood and they fill my old

    heart.”




    “I smell dead fish,” Re­mo said sourly.




    “Si­lence,” com­mand­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Do not spoil my home­com­ing with your

    white com­plaints.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said con­trite­ly. “Do you want me to fetch the

    vil­lagers now?”




    “They will come,” said Chi­un.




    “It’s the mid­dle of the night. If I know these peo­ple, they’ve been asleep since

    Tues­day.”




    “They will come,” said Chi­un stub­born­ly.




    But they did not come. Re­mo still wore the turtle­neck jer­sey that con­cealed his bruised

    throat. The chill wind off the bay cut through it like a glit­ter­ing knife. And in re­sponse,

    his body tem­per­ature au­to­mat­ical­ly rose, fend­ing off the cold with an in­ter­nal wave of

    heat.




    Re­mo felt warmer im­me­di­ate­ly, but he wor­ried about Chi­un, stand­ing proud and

    bare­foot in his pur­ple home­com­ing robes.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo start­ed to say, but Chi­un cut him off with a chop of his

    hand.




    “Hark,” said Chi­un.




    “I don’t hear any­thing,” said Re­mo.




    “Have you no ears?” de­mand­ed Chi­un. “Lis­ten to its cry.”




    And Re­mo, see­ing a flash of white wing in the moon­light, re­al­ized what Chi­un meant.

    “It’s on­ly a sea gull,” he said.




    “It is the sea gull of wel­come,” said Chi­un, and putting his lips to­geth­er, whis­tled a

    high, keen­ing call.




    Chi­un turned to Re­mo. “I was wel­com­ing him in re­turn,” he ex­plained.




    A minute lat­er, a dark fig­ure stepped out from be­hind a bar­na­cle-​en­crust­ed boul­der.

    Oth­ers fol­lowed. They ad­vanced slow­ly, timid­ly.




    “See?” said Chi­un. “I told you they would come.”




    “I think they’re in­ves­ti­gat­ing your lit­tle tete-​a-​tete with the sea gull.”




    “Non­sense,” said Chi­un. “They sensed the awe­some mag­nif­icence that is the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, and it has pulled them from their con­tent­ed sleep.”




    “Any­thing you say, Chi­un.”




    The first to ap­proach was an old man, not so old as Chi­un. He was taller, and broad­er of

    face.




    “Hail, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” the old man in­toned in for­mal Ko­re­an, “who sus­tains the

    vil­lage and keeps the code faith­ful­ly. Our hearts cry a thou­sand greet­ings of love and

    ado­ra­tion. Joy­ous are we up­on the re­turn of him who gra­cious­ly throt­tles the

    uni­verse.”




    And Chi­un bowed in re­turn, whis­per­ing to Re­mo in En­glish, “Take note. This is prop­er

    re­spect, prop­er­ly paid.”




    “If you ask me, I think he’s un­hap­py about be­ing wo­ken up,” Re­mo hissed back.




    Chi­un ig­nored him.




    “Know you now that the sun has at last set up­on my evil labors,” he replied, al­so in

    for­mal Ko­re­an. “I am now come home to drink in the sights of the home vil­lage, to hear

    again the sounds of my youth, and to spend my de­clin­ing days.”




    There was a sleepy mut­ter of ap­proval from the oth­ers.




    “And I have brought my adopt­ed son, Re­mo, to car­ry on the great line of my an­ces­tors,”

    Chi­un said ex­pan­sive­ly.




    Si­lence.




    “Be­hold the trib­ute I have brought from the land of the round-​eyed bar­bar­ians,” Chi­un

    ex­claimed loud­ly.




    The crowd burst in­to cheer­ing and whistling. They de­scend­ed up­on the crates of gold

    in­gots and, like starved lo­custs, car­ried them off.




    “Bring the palan­quin of the Mas­ter,” called the old man, who was known as Pullyang, the

    care­tak­er. And swift­ly, oth­ers ap­proached, bear­ing a lit­ter of rose­wood and ivory, like

    those in which the pharaohs of old were car­ried. They set it at Chi­un’s feet, and Re­mo

    helped him in.




    “I don’t think they like me any more than last time I was here,” Re­mo whis­pered in

    En­glish.




    “They are over­whelmed by my un­ex­pect­ed re­turn. Do not wor­ry, Re­mo. I have told them

    all about you.”




    “No won­der they hate me,” Re­mo grunt­ed.




    “They have changed. You will see.”




    Re­mo start­ed to get in­to the palan­quin, but the old man called Pullyang sud­den­ly got

    in his way and gave a sig­nal.




    The palan­quin was lift­ed aloft and swift­ly borne in­land.




    “What about me?” asked Re­mo, in Ko­re­an.




    “You may car­ry the lac­quer trunks of the Mas­ter,” Pullyang said dis­dain­ful­ly, and

    hur­ried off af­ter Chi­un.




    “Thanks a lot,” said Re­mo. He looked back out over the wa­ters of the bay. The Unit­ed

    States lay thou­sands of miles be­yond the hori­zon. Re­mo won­dered when he would see it

    again, and how he would feel when that day came.




    Chi­un was home. But where was Re­mo? Where was home to Re­mo Williams, who nev­er had a

    home, nev­er had a fam­ily, and was about to lose the on­ly fam­ily he had ev­er en­joyed?




    Fi­nal­ly, be­cause Re­mo didn’t want to leave Chi­un’s be­long­ings be­hind, he

    du­ti­ful­ly car­ried them in­to the vil­lage, one by one.




    “I want to see him,” Re­mo growled in Ko­re­an.




    It was the next morn­ing. Re­mo had been forced to sleep on the hard cold ground, near a pig

    pen. They had tak­en Chi­un to the trea­sure house of Sinan­ju-​a mag­nif­icent jew­el of rare

    woods and stones, which had been built by Egyp­tian ar­chi­tects as a trib­ute to Sinan­ju

    dur­ing the reign of Tu­tankhamen-​and he had slept there.




    Re­mo had asked where he could sleep. The as­sem­bled vil­lagers shrugged, al­most in

    uni­son. It looked like a herd re­flex.




    “No room,” said Pullyang, the care­tak­er. He looked around to the oth­er vil­lagers.




    “No room,” the oth­ers had re­peat­ed. And they shrugged again.




    Re­mo said, “Oh yeah? Chi­un isn’t go­ing to like your ver­sion of down-​home

    hos­pi­tal­ity. I’m go­ing to tell him.”




    “No. He sleeps now,” said the old man. “He does not look well and we know how to care for

    him.” And so Re­mo had found a dry patch of ground in the lee of some rocks, where the bit­ing

    winds were not so fierce.




    “Some home­com­ing,” he had said, be­fore drop­ping off.




    Now, with the sun up, he want­ed to see Chi­un, and they wouldn’t let him.




    “He sleeps still,” said Pullyang of the placid face.




    “Bull­dookey, Chi­un snores like a goose with a de­vi­at­ed beak. He’s qui­et, so he’s

    awake, and I want to see him.”




    The old man shrugged again, but be­fore he could say an­oth­er word, Chi­un’s voice emerged

    from the trea­sure house. It was weak, but it car­ried.




    Re­mo barged in. He stopped dead. “Chi­un!” Re­mo said, aghast.




    Chi­un was sit­ting in the mid­dle of the spa­cious cen­tral room, whose walls were cov­ered

    by the tapestries of for­got­ten civ­iliza­tions, but hung three deep like lay­ers of

    wall­pa­per. Ta­pers flamed about him, one to each com­pass point. Be­hind him, rest­ing on

    ivory brack­ets, was a mag­nif­icent sword-​the Sword of Sinan­ju. And all around him was the

    trea­sure of Sinan­ju jars of pre­cious stones, rare stat­ues, and gold in­gots in pro­fu­sion.

    They were piled at ran­dom, as if in an over­crowd­ed an­tique shop. But Re­mo didn’t

    reg­is­ter their mag­nif­icence. He saw, on­ly Chi­un.




    Chi­un sat in a lo­tus po­si­tion, on a teak throne which stood bare­ly three inch­es off

    the floor. On his head was the spiky gold crown which Mas­ters of Sinan­ju had worn since the

    Mid­dle Ages. At his feet were an open scroll and goose quill rest­ing be­side an ink­stone.

    But Re­mo bare­ly no­ticed those things. What he no­ticed was Chi­un’s ki­mono.




    It was black.




    “You look fear­ful, Re­mo,” said Chi­un in a placid voice. “What is it?”




    “You are wear­ing the Robes of Death.”




    “Should I not?” asked Chi­un. “Am I not in my fi­nal days?” He looked like a wrin­kled

    yel­low raisin wrapped in vel­vet.




    “You shouldn’t sur­ren­der this eas­ily,” Re­mo said.




    “Does the oak cling to its dark­en­ing leaves when the au­tumn comes? Do not be sad, Re­mo.

    We are home.”




    “Right. Your peo­ple made me sleep on the ground. I spent half the night fight­ing off

    snakes.”




    Chi­un looked shocked. But he said, “It was their gift to you.”




    “Gift? How is sleep­ing on a rock a gift?”




    “They saw the pale­ness of your skin and hoped the sun would dark­en it as you slept.”




    “At night?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    Chi­un pushed the half-​fin­ished scroll to one side. “Sit at my feet, Re­mo. It tires me to

    have to look up at you.”




    Re­mo sat, hug­ging his knees in his fold­ed arms. “I don’t be­long here, Lit­tle Fa­ther.

    You know that.”




    “You have adopt­ed new dress,” Chi­un not­ed, point­ing a curv­ing fin­ger­nail at Re­mo’s

    turtle­neck jer­sey. “Just to cov­er my throat,” Re­mo said, fin­ger­ing the turtle­neck.




    “The bruise. It pains you?”




    “It’s go­ing away.”




    “No, it is not go­ing away, it is be­com­ing more blue. Am I cor­rect?”




    “Nev­er mind me. Why don’t you lie down.”




    “No, I must hur­ry to fin­ish my scrolls. I must write the his­to­ry of Mas­ter Chi­un, last

    of the pure line of Sinan­ju, who will be known as Chi­un, the Squan­der­er of Sinan­ju.”




    “Please don’t lay that guilt trip on me, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I can’t help not be­ing

    Ko­re­an.”




    “But you are Sinan­ju. I have made you Sinan­ju. I have made you Sinan­ju with my hands and

    my heart and my will. Ad­mit this.”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo truth­ful­ly. “I am Sinan­ju. But not Ko­re­an.”




    “I have pro­vid­ed the foun­da­tion. The paint will come lat­er.”




    Chi­un’s face sud­den­ly nar­rowed, his wrin­kles grow­ing deep­er.




    “A pen­ny for your thoughts,” Re­mo joked.




    “I am think­ing of your throat. The tra­di­tion­al in­vest­ment gar­ments do not cov­er the

    throat.”




    “In­vest­ment? Like in stocks and bonds?”




    “No, un­think­ing one. Not as in stocks and bonds. As in be­com­ing the next Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. I have set the cer­emo­ny for noon to­mor­row. There will be a feast. The vil­lagers

    will take you in­to their hearts and you will take a wife.”




    “We’ve been through that. I’m not sure I’m ready.”




    “Ready?” squeaked Chi­un. “Does a plum pick it­self? It is not for you to say who is ready.

    One does not be­come a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju be­cause you are ready, but on­ly when the Mas­ter

    be­fore you has reached his end days.”




    “Can’t we just post­pone this a few weeks?” plead­ed Re­mo. “I need time to think.”




    “You are cru­el, Re­mo. I am fail­ing in spir­it and you are be­ing petu­lant like a child

    who does not wish to go to school.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing.




    “You have al­ways been cru­el to me. But late­ly you have been even cru­el­er than be­fits

    an un­grate­ful white. You do not care that I am dy­ing.”




    “You know that isn’t so.”




    Chi­un held up an ad­mon­ish­ing fin­ger. His wispy hair trem­bled.




    “You do not care that I am dy­ing. You told me so your­self.”




    “When?” de­mand­ed Re­mo.




    “In that house. Dur­ing the fire. Be­fore I, ig­nor­ing your base cru­el­ty, res­cued your

    un­car­ing white pelt.”




    “I don’t re­mem­ber say­ing any­thing like that. And I would nev­er say that to you.”




    “I will quote your own words. As I lay on the floor, my fee­ble lungs fill­ing with smoke, I

    be­seeched you for help. ‘I am dy­ing. I am an old man, and the breath is leav­ing my poor

    body,’ I said piteous­ly. You turned your un­car­ing face from me and said, ‘Then die

    qui­et­ly.’ Un­quote.”




    “I nev­er said that!” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “Do you ac­cuse the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju of telling an un­truth?” Chi­un asked even­ly.




    “I know I did not say that,” Re­mo said sul­len­ly.




    “But I heard the words. The voice was not yours, but the words, sting­ing as a viper’s

    fangs, emerged from your very mouth.”




    “I don’t know . . .”




    “If I say it is so, will you be­lieve me?” asked Chi­un.




    “If you say so, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “I will ac­cept that as a white’s slop­py way of say­ing yes,” said Chi­un. He gath­ered the

    rich black folds of his robe to­geth­er be­fore he spoke again.




    “Do you re­mem­ber the leg­ends of the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, my an­ces­tors?”




    “Some of them. Not all. I get the names mixed up.”




    “Do you re­mem­ber the sto­ry of the Great Mas­ter Wang?”




    “There are a lot of sto­ries about Wang. He was a busy guy.”




    “But there is one sto­ry above all oth­ers. Be­fore Wang, Mas­ters of Sinan­ju were not as

    they are now.”




    “I know. They fought with sticks and knives and used poi­son.”




    “True. And they did not work alone. They had an army of fol­low­ers, the night tigers of

    Sinan­ju. Since Wang, there have been no night tigers. No night tigers were need­ed. Why is

    that, Re­mo?”




    “Be­cause Wang was the first to learn the sun source.”




    “In­deed. It was a ter­ri­ble time for the House of Sinan­ju. Wang’s Mas­ter, who was known

    as Hung, had died be­fore ful­ly train­ing Wang. It would have been the end of our way of

    life.”




    Chi­un’s voice took on the qua­ver­ing bass that he used when­ev­er re­peat­ing one of the

    leg­ends of Sinan­ju.




    “And lo, no soon­er was the Mas­ter Hung cold in the ground than a great sad­ness

    de­scend­ed up­on the vil­lage of Sinan­ju. There was work, but there was no Mas­ter ca­pa­ble

    of re­deem­ing the vil­lage. The night tigers of Sinan­ju grew lean with hunger. And they stole

    from the com­mon vil­lagers. And they killed. And they raped. And they did all man­ner of evil

    be­cause their hands were idle and killing was all they knew.




    “And Wang, see­ing this, be­took him­self in­to the dark­ness to med­itate. ‘Woe is the

    House of Sinan­ju,’ Wang said to the night sky. ‘For our line is over.’




    “And as he lay on the cold earth, lay on his back with his face turned up to the uni­verse,

    he saw the stars wheel­ing in their slow course. These stars were cold, re­mote, and yet they

    burned like tiny suns. They were eter­nal. Not like men. But Wang, who had no hope, dared to

    dream of a time when men were like stars, cold but burn­ing like an in­ner light. Im­mor­tal.

    ‘If on­ly men were like that,’ thought Wang, ‘our mis­for­tunes would end.’




    “Now some say that what tran­spired next oc­curred on­ly in the mind of Wang, who had been

    with­out food for many days. Oth­ers say that it was his fast which opened his eyes to a

    greater truth. But all agree that when Mas­ter Wang re­turned to Sinan­ju, he was a dif­fer­ent

    man, cold, re­mote, and in his eyes burned the fire of the uni­verse.




    “For as Wang told it, a great ring of fire de­scend­ed from the heav­ens. And lo, this fire

    burned with a bril­liance greater than the sun. And it spoke to Wang. And in a voice that on­ly

    Wang could hear, it said that men did not use their minds and bod­ies as they should. And the

    fire taught Wang the first les­son of con­trol, and in an in­stant, Wang had found the sun

    source.”




    “Sounds like the sun source found him,” Re­mo said.




    “Hush! And lo, it was a dif­fer­ent Wang who re­turned to Sinan­ju that night. Tall he

    stood, and full of wrath. And he found the night tigers of Sinan­ju plot­ting against him,

    say­ing that this one or that one should be­come the next Mas­ter, for Wang was no more fit

    than the lowli­est of them.




    “In­to the cook­ing fires of the vil­lage stepped Wang, un­harmed by the flames though they

    lapped at his bare legs. And in a voice like the thun­der of an earth­quake, he said un­to

    them:




    “‘Lo, I am the new Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I bring with me a new light and a new era, for I

    have dis­cov­ered the sun source. No more will there be many Mas­ters. From this day for­ward,

    on­ly one Mas­ter and one pupil will be wor­thy to learn the art of’Sinan­ju. No more will

    there be suf­fer­ing and hunger. No more will it be nec­es­sary for oth­er men of the vil­lage

    to fight and die.’




    “And say­ing those words, the Mas­ter Wang, who we now call the Great Mas­ter Wang, fell

    up­on the night tigers of Sinan­ju. And thak, thak, thak, these car­rion were no more.




    “And stand­ing amid the dead, he pro­claimed that from this day for­ward, the might­iest

    hand of Sinan­ju would nev­er be raised against one who was of the vil­lage. And then he made a

    prophe­cy, though not even Wang knew whence his words had come. And he said:




    “‘One day there will be a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju who will find among the bar­bar­ians in the

    West one who was once dead. This Mas­ter will be so en­am­ored of mon­ey that for great wealth

    he will teach the se­crets of Sinan­ju to this pale one with the dead eyes. He will make him a

    night tiger, but the most awe­some of night tigers. He will make him kin to the gods of In­dia,

    and he will be Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; Death, the shat­ter­er of worlds. And this dead night

    tiger whom the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju will one day make whole will him­self be­come the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, and a new era will dawn, greater than any I am about to cre­ate.’ “




    Chi­un sat back in his teak throne, his eyes shin­ing with a be­atif­ic light.




    “You, Re­mo,” he said soft­ly.




    “I know the leg­end,” Re­mo said. “You told it to me many times. I’m not sure I be­lieve

    it.”




    “Do you re­mem­ber the day you died?” asked Chi­un.




    “They strapped me in the elec­tric chair. But it didn’t work.”




    Chi­un shook his head. “A sham death. It has no mean­ing. No. I mean that time af­ter your

    train­ing had be­gun. A cow­ard at­tacked you with a pis­tol. You were not yet one with

    Sinan­ju, so he suc­ceed­ed.”




    “I re­mem­ber. You brought me back to life some­how,” Re­mo said.




    “I was pre­pared to let you die. I brought you back on­ly be­cause, in death, your body had

    aligned it­self with the uni­verse. You had tak­en Sinan­ju to your heart, as none since Wang

    had. I could not let you die, though you were white and un­grate­ful.”




    “That’s when you start­ed think­ing I was the ful­fill­ment of that freak­ing leg­end?”

    Re­mo asked.




    “Yes, But it was not un­til much lat­er that I was cer­tain. It was in Chi­na. Do you

    re­mem­ber our time in Chi­na?”




    Re­mo nod­ded, won­der­ing where all this was go­ing. “Yeah. It was one of our ear­li­est

    as­sign­ments. We were there to stop a con­spir­acy against the open­ing of diplo­mat­ic

    re­la­tions be­tween the U S. and Chi­na. It seems like a long time ago.”




    “A mo­ment in his­to­ry,” Chum said. “Do you re­mem­ber how the de­ceivers in Peking

    poi­soned you?”




    “Yeah, I al­most died.”




    “The poi­son was enough to kill ten men-​no, twen­ty men. But you did not die. Near death,

    be­tween death, sur­round­ed by your as­sas­sins, you vom­it­ed up the poi­son, and so you

    lived. That’s when I knew for a cer­tain­ty that you were the true avatar of Shi­va the

    De­stroy­er.”




    “Be­cause I up­chucked?”




    “Many are the tales of Shi­va,” said Chi­un calm­ly, ig­nor­ing Re­mo’s out­burst. “There

    was a time in the days be­fore man when the gods of In­dia were at war with demons. The gods of

    In­dia were strong, but stronger still were the forces they bat­tled. And so the gods took the

    great ser­pent called Va­su­ki and used him to churn the ocean of milk, for to make am­brosia

    which the gods would drink and so be­come more pow­er­ful. But the ser­pent called Va­su­ki,

    hang­ing up­side down, be­gan to vom­it forth poi­son in­to the ocean of milk. And the gods,

    see­ing this, knew that Va­su­ki’s poi­son would con­tam­inate the am­brosia and de­prive them

    of the strength they need­ed to en­sure vic­to­ry and their con­tin­ued ex­is­tence.




    “And lo, down de­scend­ed Shi­va, the red god of storms. Now, Shi­va was a ter­ri­ble god.

    Three faces had he. Six was the num­ber of his arms. Great might had he. And when he saw the

    poi­son vom­it forth, he stepped un­der the ser­pent called Va­su­ki and caught the aw­ful

    poi­son in his mouth. And so Shi­va sac­ri­ficed him­self to save the world.




    “But he did not die, Re­mo. His wife, who was called Par­vati, see­ing her con­sort

    sac­ri­fice him­self, flew swift­ly to his side, and be­fore Shi­va could swal­low the poi­son,

    she wrapped a scarf about his throat, stran­gling it, un­til Shi­va vom­it­ed up the

    poi­son.”




    “She stran­gled him so he wouldn’t die of poi­son­ing,” Re­mo said. “That doesn’t make any

    sense.”




    “Shi­va did not die,” Ghi­un cor­rect­ed. “He vom­it­ed up the poi­son and Par­vati un­did

    her scarf. Shi­va was un­harmed, but for his throat.”




    Chi­un leaned for­ward and with both hands pushed the col­lar of Re­mo’s jer­sey down to

    ex­pose his throat. “His throat had turned a bright blue. Like your throat, Re­mo.”




    “Co­in­ci­dence,” Re­mo said, stand­ing up sud­den­ly.




    “You per­sist in your un­be­lief in the face of over­whelm­ing ev­idence?”




    “I don’t have six arms,” Re­mo point­ed out. “So I can’t be Shi­va.”




    “If those who have died amid the fury of your at­tack were to stand be­fore us, they would

    swear that you pos­sessed six times six arms,” Chi­un said.




    Doubt crossed Re­mo’s face. “I’ve got on­ly one face that I know of,” he said fi­nal­ly.




    “And how many times has the Em­per­or Smith al­tered your face for his own de­vi­ous

    pur­pos­es?”




    “Once when I first joined the or­ga­ni­za­tion, so I wouldn’t look like my old self,” Re­mo

    said slow­ly, count­ing on his fin­gers. “Once to cov­er our tracks af­ter an as­sign­ment, and

    one last time when I made him give me my old face back.”




    Re­mo looked at the num­ber of fin­gers he had count­ed with sur­prise.




    “Three,” said Chi­un, rais­ing his eyes to the ceil­ing.




    “You see, the leg­ends are but pret­ty songs that con­ceal the true re­al­ity, like paint on

    a wom­an’s face.”




    “If I were a god, I wouldn’t come back to earth as a Newark cop,” Re­mo shot back, al­most

    an­gri­ly. “I know that much.”




    “You are not a Newark cop now. You are some­thing greater. Soon, per­haps, you will take an

    even greater step to­ward your ul­ti­mate des­tiny.”




    “It doesn’t add up.”




    “When you were a child, did you imag­ine your­self a Newark cop?” asked Chi­un. “Chil­dren

    can­not com­pre­hend their in­evitable ma­tu­ri­ty. They do not think past to­day’s de­sires.

    You are still like a child in many ways, Re­mo. But soon you will have to grow up.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju bowed his head, and added in a wan voice, “Soon­er than I would have

    thought.”




    Re­mo re­turned to his place at Chi­un’s feet. “Some­times I hear a voice in my head,” he

    ad­mit­ted. “It’s not my voice.”




    “And what does this voice say?” asked Chi­un.




    “Some­times it says, ‘I am Shi­va. I burn with my own light.’ Oth­er times, ‘I am cre­at­ed

    Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; Death, the shat­ter­er of worlds.’ “




    “And?” Chi­un asked, his face hope­ful.




    “And what?”




    “There is more?”




    “‘The dead night tiger made whole by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,’ ” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un re­laxed. “You could not com­plete the prophe­cy the oth­er night.”




    “What oth­er night?”




    “Why, the night in the burn­ing house, Re­mo. What did you think we were talk­ing

    about?”




    “In times past, when you heard that voice in your head, it was the shad­ow of Shi­va tak­ing

    hold of your mind, warn­ing you, prepar­ing you, call­ing you to pre­serve your body, for it is

    the ves­sel of the De­stroy­er. Now, Shi­va had many in­car­na­tions. At times he is Shi­va

    Ma­hede­va-​Shi­va the Supreme Lord. And oth­er times as Shi­va Bhaira­va-​Shi­va the

    De­stroy­er. In those times when you heard the voice speak­ing to you, or through you, you had

    be­come Shi­va Re­mo.”




    “Sounds like a fifties song. Shiv­are­mo doowop doowop.”




    “Do not jest. This is one of the sa­cred mys­ter­ies of Sinan­ju. Now, I have al­ways

    thought the day would come when you would be­come Shi­va Re­mo for good, and take my place as

    the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. But in that night, with your throat blue and your face smeared

    with ash­es as Shi­va’s face is por­trayed in the his­to­ries, you spoke against me, Re­mo. You

    were not Re­mo. Your voice was not Re­mo’s. You were not Shi­va Re­mo. You were Shi­va

    Ma­hede­va, and you knew me not. Less did you care for me, who have made you whole.”




    “I’m sor­ry for the words I spoke, Lit­tle Fa­ther. But I do not re­mem­ber them.”




    “I for­give you, Re­mo, for in truth you were not your­self. But I am wor­ried. When Shi­va

    is ready, he will take pos­ses­sion of your flesh­ly en­ve­lope. I do not want him to take over

    your mind too.”




    “But if that is my des­tiny, what can I do?”




    “You must fight, Re­mo. You must as­sert your­self. You must re­mem­ber Sinan­ju, and your

    re­spon­si­bil­ities. Above all, you must con­tin­ue my line.”




    Re­mo got to his feet and stood with his face to the wall.




    “I don’t want to lose you, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said, his voice trem­bling.




    “Be­come the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and I will be with you al­ways,” Chi­un said sad­ly.

    “This is my vow to you.”




    “I don’t want to lose my­self, ei­ther. I don’t want to be any­thing ex­cept Re­mo Williams.

    That’s who I am. That’s all I know.”




    “You have been cho­sen by des­tiny. It is not for us to rail against the cos­mos, but you

    have a choice be­fore you, Re­mo Williams, my son. You must make it soon. For soon, I may be

    gone. And at any time the ter­ri­ble god of the Hin­dus may re­turn to claim you as his own.

    And you will be lost for­ev­er.”


  




  

    Chapter 9




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko knew he was near Sinan­ju when the stink of dead fish filled his

    nos­trils.




    He hasti­ly rolled up the win­dow of his Rus­sian­made Chai­ka au­to­mo­bile.




    “We are near­ly there,” Ditko called over his shoul­der.




    In the back, on the floor, Sam­my Kee hud­dled un­der a rug.




    “I know,” said Sam­my Kee. “I can smell it too.”




    “Is it al­ways this bad?”




    “No. It’s ac­tu­al­ly worse when the wind is from the east. The smog.”




    Colonel Ditko nod­ded. For the last hour he had driv­en through some of the most heav­ily

    in­dus­tri­al­ized land­scape he had ev­er imag­ined. Great smokestacks belched nox­ious fumes.

    Ev­ery­where he looked there were fac­to­ries and fish-​pro­cess­ing plants. Once, they had

    driv­en over a rude iron bridge and the slug­gish riv­er be­low was a livid pink from chem­ical

    wastes. He saw few res­iden­tial ar­eas. He won­dered where all the drone­like work­ers who

    must toil in the end­less fac­to­ries lived. Per­haps they slept at work. More like­ly, they

    slept on the job. It would not have sur­prised Colonel Ditko, who held a low opin­ion of

    Ori­en­tals in gen­er­al and the North Ko­re­ans in par­tic­ular.




    Ditko fol­lowed the macadam road un­til it pe­tered out in­to a dire path­way that

    ac­tu­al­ly made for smoother driv­ing, so bad had been the pot­holes in the paved road-​which

    was al­leged to be a main high­way.




    Sud­den­ly the land opened up. The fac­to­ries ceased to dom­inate the land­scape. But

    cu­ri­ous­ly there were no hous­es, no huts, no signs of habi­ta­tion. Be­fore, peas­ants could

    be seen rid­ing their ubiq­ui­tous bi­cy­cles down the road. No longer. It was as if the land

    that lay at the end of the road was poi­soned. Ditko shiv­ered at the eeri­ness of it.




    When he ran out of road, Ditko drew the car to a stop next to a crude sign­post of wood on

    which was burned a Ko­re­an ideo­graph that looked like the word “IF” drawn be­tween two

    par­al­lel lines.




    “I think we are lost,” he said doubt­ful­ly. “The road stops here. There is noth­ing be­yond

    but rocks and an aban­doned vil­lage.”




    Sam­my Kee slid up from the pro­tec­tive depths of the rear seat. He blinked his eyes in the

    dull light. “That’s it.”




    “What?”




    “Sinan­ju,” said Sam­my Kee, watch­ing for North Ko­re­an po­lice.




    “Are you se­ri­ous? This is a se­cu­ri­ty area. Where is the barbed wire, the walls, the

    guards?”




    “There aren’t any.”




    “None? How do they pro­tect their vil­lage, these Sinan­juers? And their trea­sure?”




    “By rep­uta­tion. Ev­ery­one knows about the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. No one dares to ap­proach

    Sinan­ju.”




    “Fear? That is their wall?”




    “The old man in the vil­lage ex­plained it to me.” said Sam­my Kee. “You can climb over

    walls, dig un­der them, go around them, even blow them apart. But if the wall is in your mind,

    it is in­finite­ly hard­er to bring down.”




    Colonel Ditko nod­ded. “I will let you out here.”




    “Can’t you es­cort me to the vil­lage? What if I get picked up by the North Ko­re­an

    po­lice?”




    “I will watch you un­til you en­ter the vil­lage, but I will not go any clos­er.”




    Colonel Ditko watched Sam­my Kee slip out the back seat and pick his care­ful way from

    boul­der to rock un­til he had passed from sight, down in­to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju. In his

    peas­ant clothes, the Amer­ican was as much a part of North Ko­rea as his fear-​haunt­ed face.

    Sam­my Kee would be safe from the North Ko­re­an po­lice, Ditko knew. They would not dare pass

    be­yond the wall.




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko was cer­tain of this, for he could see the wall him­self, as clear­ly

    as if it were built of mor­tar and brick.




    The first thing Sam­my Kee did was to find the spot where he had buried his video

    equip­ment. The flat rock he’d used for a mark­er was still there. Sam­my dug in­to the wet

    sand with his bare hands, the cold­ness numb­ing them, un­til he un­cov­ered the blue

    wa­ter­proof vinyl bag. He pulled it free and un­did the draw­string neck.




    The video equip­ment-​cam­era, recorder, belt bat­tery pack, and spare cas­settes-​was

    in­tact. Sam­my quick­ly donned the bat­tery pack and hooked it up. He shiv­ered, but it was

    still ear­ly. He hoped the sun would come out to warm his body.




    Sam­my climbed an out­crop­ping of rock, feel­ing the rip and scrape of the brown cone­like

    bar­na­cles which were like the eyes of cer­tain lizards. He had a per­fect view of the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju. There were the hous­es, most­ly of wood and sit­ting on short wood

    stilts, and scat­tered on the ground like many thrown dice. In the cen­ter was a great open

    space, called the vil­lage square, al­though it was just a flat pan­cake of dirt. And fac­ing

    the square, the splen­did trea­sure house of Sinan­ju, the on­ly build­ing with win­dows of

    true glass and a gran­ite foun­da­tion. It was the old­est struc­ture, and it looked it, but

    even its carved and lac­quered walls gave no hint of the great se­crets those walls

    con­tained.




    Sam­my brought the video cam­era to his shoul­der, sight­ed through the viewfind­er, and

    filmed a ten-​sec­ond es­tab­lish­ing shot. He re­wound the tape and played it back through the

    viewfind­er. The equip­ment func­tioned per­fect­ly. He was ready to be­gin.




    As Sam­my watched, the sleepy vil­lage came to life. Cook­ing fires were lit and a

    com­mu­nal break­fast be­gan in the square. But some­thing was dif­fer­ent. The vil­lagers were

    not dressed in their fad­ed cot­ton, but in glo­ri­ous silks and furs. Sam­my watched for the

    old man who had talked to him so much of Sinan­ju-​the care­tak­er, Pullyang. He would wait

    un­til Pullyang was alone and he would ap­proach him. The old man knew ev­ery­thing there was

    to know about Sinan­ju. Per­haps he could force him to open the trea­sure house.




    When Pullyang fi­nal­ly emerged, from, of all places, the trea­sure house it­self, Sam­my

    Kee was sur­prised. But his sur­prise turned to shock when, on a lit­ter of sorts, a very old

    man was car­ried out in­to the plaza to the adu­la­tion of the crowd.




    Walk­ing be­side the lit­ter, tall and erect and proud in a way un­like the sub­servient

    vil­lagers, was a white man. He wore West­ern-​style clothes, slacks and a high-​necked

    shirt.




    And Sam­my Kee knew with a sick­ness in the pit of his emp­ty stom­ach that the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju had re­turned to the vil­lage.




    Sam­my half-​slipped, half-​fell from the boul­der. He land­ed on his rump, won­der­ing what

    he should do. He dared not at­tempt to en­ter the trea­sure house now. That would be

    im­pos­si­ble. Not to men­tion fa­tal.




    Es­cape, too, was im­pos­si­ble. On­ly one road led away from the shel­tered cove that was

    Sinan­ju. And Colonel Vik­tor Ditko, as they had agreed, sat in his car, await­ing Sam­my’s

    re­turn.




    Sam­my crawled on his hands and knees down to­ward the wa­ter. He did not know why he did

    that. He was fright­ened. He was sick of be­ing fright­ened, but he had to do

    some­thing-​any­thing.




    A teenage boy crouched down near the wa­ter, wash­ing some­thing. Sam­my thought he must be

    a fish­er­man, clean­ing his nets, but then he re­mem­bered the leg­ends of Sinan­ju. No­body

    fished in Sinan­ju. Not to eat, at least.




    When the boy stood up, Sam­my saw that he was not wet­ting a fish­ing net, but clean­ing a

    stain from a great cos­tume. A blue-​and-​green drag­on. Sarn­my knew it was a drag­on be­cause

    the head lay be­side a rock.




    The boy, sat­is­fied that the stain was gone, be­gan to slip in­to the cos­tume.




    It was then that Sam­my Kee un­der­stood what he had to do. Af­ter all, whose life was

    im­por­tant?




    He sneaked up be­hind the boy and struck him on the head with a rock.




    The boy fold­ed like a pa­per pup­pet. Quick­ly Sam­my stripped the lax form of his

    cos­tume, which was of col­ored rice pa­per and silk. It was full, vo­lu­mi­nous, and would fit

    him with room to spare so that his bat­tery pack belt was not ob­vi­ous.




    Sam­my pulled on the silken folds. No one would rec­og­nize him in this. He shoul­dered the

    cam­era, and, bal­anc­ing care­ful­ly, pulled the stiff pa­per drag­on mask over his head.




    The cam­era fit. The lens point­ed down the open snout, and Sam­my test­ed the an­gle of

    field. The cam­era, rov­ing around, saw with­out ob­struc­tion. By ac­ci­dent, the crushed

    skull of the boy came in­to the viewfind­er.




    The boy was dead. Sam­my hadn’t meant to kill him. But it was too late for re­grets. He was

    just an­oth­er peas­ant any­way. Sam­my Kee was a jour­nal­ist.




    Sam­my paused to drag the boy’s body in­to the cold sea be­fore he trudged in­to the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju, his head light with ex­cite­ment, but his stom­ach heavy with fear.




    Re­mo wasn’t hun­gry, but that didn’t stop him from tak­ing of­fense.




    The vil­lagers of Sinan­ju were squat­ting all over the plaza, dip­ping their la­dles in­to

    bowls of steam­ing soup and yank­ing gobs of meat off a roast­ed pig. In the cen­ter, the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat on his low throne, eat­ing rice, the care­tak­er, Pullyang, be­side

    him.




    Re­mo sat down­wind. Like Chi­un’s, his body was pu­ri­fied, he could not eat red meat or

    pro­cessed food. Or drink any­thing stronger than min­er­al wa­ter. So the smell of roast­ed

    pig of­fend­ed his nos­trils.




    But it was the be­hav­ior of the vil­lagers which of­fend­ed Re­mo more. Here he was, the

    next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju-​if Chi­un had his way-​the fu­ture sus­tain­er of the vil­lage, and

    no one of­fered him so much as a bowl of white rice. In­stead, they treat­ed him like an id­iot

    child the fam­ily on­ly let out of the at­tic on spe­cial oc­ca­sions.




    Re­mo was dis­gust­ed. He had nev­er un­der­stood why Chi­un con­tin­ued to sup­port his

    lazy, un­grate­ful fel­low vil­lagers. They did noth­ing but eat and breed.




    And com­plain. If they were Amer­icans, they would all have been on wel­fare.




    Re­mo laughed to him­self to think that Sinan­ju had pi­oneered the con­cept of wel­fare.

    But so it seemed to him. He couldn’t imag­ine liv­ing in Sinan­ju per­ma­nent­ly, or tak­ing

    one of the flat-​faced, broad-​hipped Sinan­ju wom­en for a wife.




    He won­dered if he had a choice any­more.




    “Re­mo, to me,” Chi­un called sud­den­ly. Break­fast was over.




    Re­mo walked through the squat­ting vil­lagers. No one both­ered to move aside for him.




    “Re­mo, my son,” Chi­un whis­pered in En­glish. “Help an old man to stand. But do not be

    ob­vi­ous about it.”




    “Yes, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said re­spect­ful­ly. He took Chi­un by the arm and

    care­ful­ly helped him to his feet, mak­ing it look like Re­mo sim­ply moved the throne aside

    in a ges­ture of cour­tesy. Chi­un seemed small­er, slow­er, and Re­mo fought back a wave of

    emo­tion.




    “Stand by my side now,” Chum said.




    Re­mo stood. A sea of Ko­re­an faces looked up at him. They were as blank and

    ex­pres­sion­less as ap­ple dumplings.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju shook his arms free of his flow­ing black sleeves, and raised them

    to draw at­ten­tion to him­self.




    “My chil­dren,” he in­toned, “great is my joy, for I have at last come home. But deep is my

    sor­row, for my days as your Mas­ter are draw­ing to a close.”




    And at that a low hush fell up­on the crowd. Re­mo saw tears ap­pear on some faces. He

    won­dered if they were for Chi­un or be­cause their meal tick­et was fad­ing be­fore their

    eyes.




    “De­spair not, my chil­dren,” Chi­un con­tin­ued, his voice lift­ing. “For I have not

    re­turned emp­ty-​hand­ed. I have brought gold. I have in­creased our trea­sure many­fold. Lo,

    rich­er than ev­er is the House of Sinan­ju-​thanks to Chi­un.”




    And a cheer came up from the crowd. Some vil­lagers, dressed in or­na­men­tal cos­tumes,

    danced in joy. There, Re­mo saw a leap­ing heron, here a fur­ry bear, rep­re­sent­ing Tan­gun,

    pro­gen­itor of the Ko­re­an race. Out from the rocks a man dressed as a drag­on came run­ning

    clum­si­ly. He, too, joined in the dance, al­though his move­ments were awk­ward and less

    flu­id than those of the oth­ers.




    “Know that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju suf­fered great­ly in the land of the round-​eyed

    whites,” pro­claimed Chi­un, and Re­mo thought his voice, as he waxed flow­ery, al­so grew more

    vi­tal. “In Amer­ica, I served not the em­per­or, for Amer­ica has no em­per­or, no king, not

    even a low­ly prince.”




    The vil­lagers gasped. It was an un­be­liev­able thing. “These Amer­icans have, in­stead of

    a king or prop­er ruler, a thing called a pres­ident, who is not of roy­al blood. No, this

    ruler is cho­sen by lot­tery, as is his co-​ruler, a thing called a Vice-​Pres­ident, who is

    well-​named for he rules over a land of vice and li­cense. Tru­ly, this land has fall­en in­to

    de­cline since the days when it was a colony of the good King George.”




    “You’re lay­ing it on too thick, Chi­un,” cau­tioned Re­mo.




    “But I did not serve this Pres­ident of Amer­ica,” con­tin­ued Chi­un. “No. I served a

    pre­tender, a physi­cian known as Dr. Harold Smith, who claimed to be one of the most

    pow­er­ful men in Amer­ica. Yet when the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju of­fered to dis­pose of the

    Pres­ident of Amer­ica and seat the pre­tender Smith on the throne of Amer­ica, Smith would

    have none of it. In­stead, this lu­natic pre­ferred to run an asy­lum for the mad, called by

    the mean­ing­less name of Fol­croft, while send­ing the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hith­er and yon

    slay­ing the en­emies of Amer­ica.”




    “Is it true so, O Mas­ter?” asked a vil­lager.




    Chi­un nod­ded solemn­ly. “It is tru­ly so. Ask my adopt­ed son, Re­mo, who is an

    Amer­ican.”




    No one spoke up. It was as if Re­mo weren’t there. In Ko­re­an, Re­mo tried to ex­plain.




    “In Amer­ica, we elect a new Pres­ident ev­ery four years. It is our way. We are a na­tion

    of laws. But some evil peo­ple in Amer­ica have bent the laws of my coun­try to their own ends.

    Some­thing had to be done. So a Pres­ident years ago cre­at­ed a thing called CURE and put Dr.

    Smith in charge. It was Smith’s job to fight the bad el­ements in Amer­ica, and the en­emies of

    my coun­try through­out the world. He didn’t want to rule Amer­ica, just to pro­tect it.”




    The wom­en gig­gled.




    “Tell about the Con­sti­tu­tion, Re­mo,” Chi­un said in En­glish. “They will find that

    amus­ing.”




    “It’s not fun­ny,” Re­mo growled. But he con­tin­ued speak­ing to the crowd. “In Amer­ica,

    each man’s rights are pro­tect­ed by a shield. It is called …” Re­mo turned to Chi­un, and in

    En­glish, asked, “How do you say ‘Con­sti­tu­tion’ in Ko­re­an, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “Driv­el,” said Chi­un placid­ly.




    “It is called the Pro­tec­tor of Rights,” said Re­mo, im­pro­vis­ing in Ko­re­an.




    Here the vil­lagers leaned for­ward, for they un­der­stood shields.




    “This shield was a doc­ument, on which all the rights of men were writ­ten. It says that all

    men are cre­at­ed equal and-“




    Re­mo’s words were drowned by gales of laugh­ter. “All men are cre­at­ed equal,” the

    vil­lagers chor­tled. “Not all Ko­re­ans are equal, but even the low­est are more equal than

    pale Amer­icans.”




    “How can a pa­per shield pro­tect a man? Does it not wear out be­ing passed from man to

    man?” the care­tak­er, Pullyang, de­mand­ed.




    “Be­cause Amer­icans be­lieve in this shield,” Re­mo an­swered.




    “Amer­icans must be­lieve all shields are equal too,” Pullyang said smug­ly. And the

    vil­lagers howled. Chi­un si­lenced his peo­ple with his palms held out.




    “That’s bet­ter,” Re­mo growled. “Years ago, a Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States saw that

    evil men were abus­ing the Con­sti­tu­tion to make mis­chief. But the Pres­ident could not

    fight these men with­out of­fend­ing the Con­sti­tu­tion.”




    “Why did he not tear it up?” asked a young boy.




    “The Con­sti­tu­tion is sa­cred to Amer­icans,” Re­mo shot back. “The same way the leg­ends

    of Sinan­ju are sa­cred to all of you.”




    And that the vil­lagers un­der­stood. They fell silent again.




    “So this Pres­ident cre­at­ed a se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion called CURE to work around the

    Con­sti­tu­tion, so it would not per­ish.”




    “He spat on the shield of his coun­try?” asked some­one.




    “No, he didn’t spit on it,” Re­mo barked. “He worked around it.”




    “He pre­tend­ed it did not ex­ist?”




    “No, he vi­olat­ed its laws so that he would not break faith with the Amer­ican

    peo­ple.”




    “Why not make his own Con­sti­tu­tion? Was he not the ruler?”




    “He did not have the pow­er. He was the pro­tec­tor of the Con­sti­tu­tion, like … like a

    shep­herd.”




    “Amer­ica must be a land of sheep, then,” scoffed Pullyang. “Their rulers are pow­er­less

    and their peo­ple un­think­ing.”




    “No, that’s not it!” Re­mo was get­ting an­gry. Why didn’t these peo­ple try to

    un­der­stand?




    Chi­un touched Re­mo’s shoul­der. “I will fin­ish your ex­pla­na­tion,” he said. “But it was

    a good try.”




    Re­mo frowned, step­ping aside.




    “Now, it is not the way of Amer­ica to rec­og­nize an as­sas­sin,” Chi­un in­toned. “They do

    not be­lieve in as­sas­sins, but they need­ed one. So a func­tionary from Amer­ica was sent to

    me. He would not hire an as­sas­sin, he said stub­born­ly. But he wished the ser­vices of

    Sinan­ju in train­ing an as­sas­sin of their own. A Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would not do, this

    func­tionary, who was named Mac­Cleary, in­sist­ed. This as­sas­sin must be white, be­cause he

    would work in se­cret. He must be able to walk among whites un­seen.




    “And I said to this Mac­Cleary that a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is of more val­ue stand­ing

    be­side a throne. When your en­emies know you have em­ployed the House of Sinan­ju, they will

    shrink from wicked­ness. Se­cre­cy is for thieves. But this Mac­Cleary would not, or could not,

    un­der­stand. How could he? He was white and from a land that had nev­er em­ployed a Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, for Amer­ica was on­ly two hun­dred years old. The white Mac­Cleary in­sist­ed up­on

    se­cre­cy, and I told him that the col­or of an as­sas­sin is not what guar­an­tees se­cre­cy,

    but his skill. Still this Mac­Cleary in­sist­ed. He said that the as­sas­sin they wished me to

    train would be charged with find­ing his own vic­tims.”




    And the vil­lagers of Sinan­ju laughed at the ridicu­lous log­ic of the Amer­icans.




    “And I told him it was the du­ty of the em­per­or to se­lect the vic­tim, the as­sas­sin’s

    to ex­ecute him. It is an old un­der­stand­ing. The king does not kill and the as­sas­sin does

    not rule.




    “Times were hard then. There had been no work. Some of you re­mem­ber those days. There was

    talk of send­ing the ba­bies home to the sea. So I took, to my great shame, this odi­ous task.

    I agreed to train a white as­sas­sin for Amer­ica-​first ex­tract­ing an agree­ment that

    Amer­ica’s as­sas­sin would not take work away from any fu­ture Mas­ter.”




    The vil­lagers nod­ded their ap­proval.




    “In­stead of a babe, they pre­sent­ed a man for me to train in Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said

    mock­ing­ly. Laugh­ter.




    “And in­stead of a Ko­re­an, they gave me a white.” More laugh­ter.




    “But lo,” said Chi­un, his voice grow­ing se­ri­ous, “this white, al­though an eater of

    meat, was sound of limb. This white, al­though big of nose and clum­sy of gait, was good of

    heart. And I taught him the first steps to­ward cor­rect­ness. Grate­ful was this white. And he

    said to the Mas­ter, “I am but a low­ly white, but if you will give me more Sinan­ju, I will

    fol­low you to the ends of the earth like a pup­py dog, and I will sing your prais­es, O

    awe­some mag­nif­icence.”




    “Not bloody like­ly,” Re­mo grum­bled.




    Chi­un gen­tly nudged Re­mo in the ribs with an el­bow.




    “And I said to this white, this sub-​Ko­re­an, I said, ‘I will do so be­cause I have signed

    a con­tract, and con­tracts are sa­cred to Sinan­ju. Now the con­tract I signed was won­drous.

    No Mas­ter of the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju had ev­er signed such a won­drous con­tract. This

    con­tract stip­ulat­ed that I train this white in Sinan­ju, which I did, and it fur­ther

    stip­ulat­ed that if this white’s ser­vice was un­sat­is­fac­to­ry, if he failed his white

    lead­ers, or if he shamed the House of Sinan­ju with in­cor­rect pos­ture or bad breath­ing or

    any sim­ilar great of­fense, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had the du­ty and obli­ga­tion to dis­pose

    of this white like so much duck drop­pings.”




    Ev­ery­one looked at Re­mo.




    “What else would you do with a re­cal­ci­trant white?” Chi­un said, and beamed as a sig­nal

    to the vil­lagers to laugh. And they did.




    Re­mo fumed.




    Chi­un grew se­ri­ous again.




    “But as the months passed while I trained this white, I dis­cov­ered a re­mark­able thing.”

    Chi­un paused for max­imum dra­mat­ic ef­fect. “This white ac­cept­ed Sinan­ju. Not mere­ly in

    his flab­by mus­cles or in his pale skin or in his dull mind, but in his heart. And it was then

    I knew that, while his skin was in­fe­ri­or, and his habits poor, his heart was Ko­re­an.”




    A few vil­lagers made a show of spit­ting on the ground when they heard that.




    “His heart was Ko­re­an,” Chi­un re­peat­ed. “A mir­acle! Af­ter all these years with­out an

    heir for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, I dared to hope that I had found a wor­thy suc­ces­sor. I

    trained him and trained him, lo these many years, breed­ing in Sinan­ju, and eras­ing the

    filthy white habits of the land of his birth, un­til the prop­er hour. That hour has now come.

    I present him to you, my adopt­ed son, Re­mo.”




    The faces of the vil­lagers of Sinan­ju re­gard­ed Re­mo with stony si­lence. Re­mo

    fid­get­ed.




    “Tell them,” Chi­un hissed.




    “Tell them what?”




    “Of our de­ci­sion. Quick­ly, while the crowd is with me.”




    Re­mo stepped for­ward.




    “I am proud to be Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said sim­ply.




    Stone si­lence.




    “I am grate­ful for ev­ery­thing Chi­un has giv­en me.”




    Noth­ing.




    “I love him.”




    The faces of some of the wom­en soft­ened, but those of the men grew hard­er.




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed.




    Chi­un grabbed at his heart. “I hear noth­ing,” he said un­der his breath. “It must be that

    I am fail­ing.”




    “And I want you to know that I am pre­pared to as­sume the re­spon­si­bil­ities as the next

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly.




    The vil­lagers cheered wild­ly. They stamped their feet. They danced. Those in cos­tumes

    ca­vort­ed around Re­mo like he was the may­pole. The drag­on dancer kept get­ting in Re­mo’s

    face.




    “This is crap,” Re­mo said an­gri­ly. “They hat­ed me un­til I promised to sup­port

    them.”




    “They were mere­ly wait­ing for you to prove your Ko­re­an­ness,” Chi­un said. “And now you

    have. I am proud.”




    “Hog­wash,” said Re­mo, and stormed off.




    Chi­un called but Re­mo did not re­spond. He kept walk­ing, and the look in his eyes caused

    the crowd to part. All ex­cept the drag­on dancer, who fol­lowed him at a care­ful dis­tance,

    not re­al­ly danc­ing, but cer­tain­ly not walk­ing nor­mal­ly.




    Chi­un slipped to the ground, tak­ing again to his throne.




    “What is this?” asked the care­tak­er, Pullyang.




    “It is noth­ing,” said Chi­un. “He has looked for­ward to this great mo­ment all his life.

    He is mere­ly over­come with emo­tion.” But Chi­un’s eyes were pained. “Per­haps we will

    post­pone the great in­vest­ment cer­emo­ny a few days,” he said doubt­ful­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    Re­mo struck out to the north, not notic­ing where he was go­ing. He just want­ed to get

    away.




    For the last few months Re­mo had been haunt­ed by the need to find out who his par­ents

    were, and why they had aban­doned him as a ba­by. It meant, re­al­ly, dis­cov­er­ing who he

    ac­tu­al­ly was. It had all seemed so im­por­tant. But now that Chi­un was dy­ing and Re­mo

    faced the ul­ti­mate test of where his loy­al­ties lay-​with Amer­ica or with Sinan­ju-​it

    wasn’t rel­evant any more.




    What would hap­pen, Re­mo won­dered, when Smith didn’t hear from him? Would he as­sume Re­mo

    was hurt, or killed? Would he send the U.S. Marines in to find out? Or would Smith even care,

    now that CURE op­er­ations were wind­ing down?




    But CURE op­er­ations nev­er wound down. Re­mo knew Smith had been de­ceiv­ing him­self.

    This was just a lull. Soon, some cri­sis would rear its ug­ly head, and it would be back to

    busi­ness as usu­al. When the call came to re­turn to Amer­ica, what would he do? Re­mo

    won­dered.




    Re­mo looked back from a low hill. Sinan­ju lay be­low, with its tarpa­per and wood shacks,

    pago­da roofed hous­es, wood­en side­walks, and the mag­nif­icent trea­sure house. It looked

    like an Ori­en­tal’s ver­sion of a Wild West town, and noth­ing like home. Not Re­mo’s. Not

    Chi­un’s. Not any­one’s.




    Re­mo felt sud­den­ly very, very tired. He had walked off to be alone with his thoughts and

    his frus­tra­tions, but now all he want­ed to do was find some nice warm place-​in­doors-​where

    he could nap.




    Re­mo found such a place al­most im­me­di­ate­ly.




    It was a mod­est house by it­self in a lit­tle vale, far from any oth­er hous­es. By

    Amer­ican stan­dards, it was just down the road from Sinan­ju prop­er, but by the tight­ly knit

    stan­dards of Chi­un’s vil­lage, the house was an out­post.




    There were no signs of habi­ta­tion as Re­mo ap­proached. No bowl of radish­es dry­ing

    out­side, no strings of noo­dles hang­ing in the sun. Maybe the oc­cu­pant had died. Re­mo

    couldn’t re­mem­ber hav­ing seen the house in any of his pre­vi­ous vis­its to Sinan­ju. He

    de­cid­ed that if no one want­ed it, he would take it.




    Re­mo pushed the door in. It was un­fas­tened. On­ly a lit­tle light en­tered with Re­mo. It

    was very dark in­side. That was good. He would sleep bet­ter in the dark­ness.




    Re­mo’s foot touched a floor mat. He lay down on it, start­ing to re­lax al­most as soon as

    his spine felt the hard­ness of the floor un­der it.




    “Maybe I’ll wake up back home,” Re­mo said wish­ful­ly.




    “Who is it?” a small voice asked in the dark­ness. The voice spoke in Ko­re­an.




    Re­mo shot to his feet. His eyes di­lat­ed au­to­mat­ical­ly. Some­one else was in the

    house, sit­ting in the dark­ness of one cor­ner, sit­ting with­out light or sound. “Hel­lo?”

    Re­mo asked, em­bar­rassed.




    “I do not rec­og­nize your voice,” the voice said. “Is there some­thing that you want?”




    The voice was light, lilt­ing-​a wom­an’s voice.




    “I thought no one lived here,” Re­mo said. “I’m sor­ry.”




    “Do not be,” the voice said sad­ly. “No one vis­its me.”




    “Why do you sit in the dark?”




    “I am Mah-​Li,” the voice said. “By Sinan­ju law, I must abide in the dark­ness, so that no

    one will be of­fend­ed by my ug­li­ness.”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. He could see her, a shad­owy fig­ure in a yel­low high-​waist­ed dress.

    Her tra­di­tion­al Ko­re­an bodice was white and airy. One hand cov­ered her face

    pro­tec­tive­ly while the oth­er reached in­to a pock­et and ex­tract­ed some­thing filmy. When

    she took both hands from her face, she was wear­ing a heavy gauze veil be­hind which liq­uid

    eyes glint­ed. He felt sor­ry for the girl. She must be de­formed.




    “I am sor­ry to dis­turb you, Mah-​Li,” Re­mo said in a small voice. “I was look­ing for a

    place to rest.” He start­ed for the door.




    “No,” Mah-​Li called, reach­ing out. “Do not go just yet. I hear cel­ebra­tion in the

    vil­lage. Tell me, what tran­spires?”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has come home.”




    “This is wel­come news. Too long has he dwelt in far places.”




    “But he is dy­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “Even the might­iest tide ebbs,” Mah-​Li said soft­ly. “But the flow­ing back to the sea is

    a sad thing nonethe­less.” Re­mo could tell she was deeply af­fect­ed. It was the first hint of

    true feel­ings any­one in Sinan­ju had ex­pressed about Chi­un.




    “You are sor­ry?” Re­mo asked.




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is a can­dle that has il­lu­mi­nat­ed the world since be­fore the

    days of the great war­rior king On­jo, who built the first cas­tle in Ko­rea,” Man-​Li said

    thought­ful­ly. “It is a shame that he dies with­out heir. It will break his heart.”




    “I am his heir,” said Re­mo.




    “You? But your voice is strange. You are not of Sinan­ju.”




    “Not of the vil­lage,” said Re­mo. “But I am Sinan­ju. Chi­un has made me Sinan­ju.”




    “It is good,” said Mah-​Li. “The tra­di­tions must be kept. Some of them, any­way.” And she

    touched her veil self-​con­scious­ly.




    “You live alone?” Re­mo asked.




    “My par­ents died be­fore I had mem­ory. I have no one. The men will not have me be­cause of

    my ug­li­ness. They called me Mah-​Li, the beast.”




    “You have a love­ly voice,” Re­mo said, not sure what else to say. By Amer­ican stan­dards,

    the or­di­nary wom­en of the vil­lage were un­hand­some. He won­dered how much worse Mah-​Li

    was. Maybe she was like the Ele­phant Man, all cov­ered with knobs and tu­mors.




    “Thank you,” Mah-​Li said sim­ply. “It is good to talk to some­one who has a kind

    heart.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed. “I know what you mean. Chi­un’s peo­ple aren’t high on com­pas­sion.”




    “They are what they are.”




    “I’m an or­phan too,” Re­mo sud­den­ly blurt­ed out. He wasn’t sure why he said it. It just

    popped out of his mouth.




    “It is a ter­ri­ble thing, to be alone.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. A si­lence passed in the room. Re­mo felt like a teenag­er at his first

    high-​school dance, un­cer­tain of what to say or do next.




    “Would you like tea?” Mah-​Li asked shy­ly.




    “Tea would be fine,” said Re­mo.




    Mah-​Li got to her feet. Re­mo saw that she was short, like all Sinan­ju wom­an, but not so

    stocky. Most of the woinan of Sinan­ju were built like Es­ki­mos. Mah-​Li was slim and

    del­icate­ly boned. Her nat­ural scent waft­ed to Re­mo’s nos­trils and he found it

    sur­pris­ing­ly pleas­ant.




    There was a lit­tle char­coal stove on the floor in one cor­ner, typ­ical of Ko­re­an homes.

    Mah-​Li got a cook­ing fire go­ing with some flint and wood shav­ings.




    Re­mo watched her del­icate move­ments in si­lence. He saw grace and poise, and what­ev­er

    Mah-​Li’s face must look like, her form was as sup­ple as the wil­low tree.




    When the wa­ter was boiled, she poured it in­to a blue-​green ce­ram­ic tea serv­er and set

    two match­ing cups with­out han­dles-​like those Re­mo had seen in many Chi­nese restau­rants,

    ex­cept that these were won­der­ful­ly or­nate-​and set them be­fore him.




    “Very pret­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “They are celadon,” Mah-​Li said. “Very pre­cious. The serv­er is carved in the shape of a

    tur­tle, which to us sym­bol­izes long life.”




    “Huh? Oh, the tea,” Re­mo said, flus­tered.




    “Of course. What did you mean?”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. He hadn’t meant the tea ser­vice. He wasn’t ex­act­ly sure what he

    meant. The words had just come.




    Mah-​Li poured the tea and hand­ed one cup to Re­mo. Her slim fin­gers light­ly brushed

    Re­mo’s out­stretched hand, and he felt a tin­gle that ran up his arm and made his toes curl

    in­vol­un­tar­ily.




    There was some­thing in­tox­icat­ing about be­ing in her pres­ence. In­tox­icat­ing, but

    some­how sooth­ing. The in­side of the house was mel­low in the light of the stove. It threw

    shad­ows that made Re­mo think of safe­ty and se­cu­ri­ty.




    Was Mah-​Li some kind of Ko­re­an witch? Re­mo thought sud­den­ly.




    “Drink,” said Mah-​Li.




    “Oh, right.” Re­mo took a sip, and watched sur­rep­ti­tious­ly as Mah-​Li bent for­ward so

    that she could drink with­out Re­mo see­ing her veiled face. But her eyes caught the light, and

    Re­mo was sud­den­ly over­come by an in­tense cu­rios­ity to see be­hind that tan­ta­liz­ing

    veil.




    Im­pul­sive­ly he leaned for­ward, his hands ready to pull the gauze free.




    Mah-​Li, sens­ing Re­mo’s in­tent, stiff­ened, but cu­ri­ous­ly, she did not move to block

    Re­mo’s hands. There came a knock at the door.




    The win­dows were shut­tered. It was im­pos­si­ble to see in­side.




    Sam­my Kee searched for some chink in the walls, and found none.




    He had got­ten some of what he’d re­turned to Sinan­ju for. A video­taped con­fes­sion of

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s ser­vice in Amer­ica, and a near­ly com­plete ac­count of the

    work­ings of a se­cret arm of the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment, known as CURE. For a mo­ment,

    Sam­my Kee’s half-​for­got­ten jour­nal­is­tic in­stinct had tak­en over. It was the sto­ry of

    the cen­tu­ry. Any tele­vi­sion net­work would pay a small for­tune for it.




    And so Sam­my Kee had qui­et­ly fol­lowed the Amer­ican named Re­mo af­ter he’d stormed away

    from the town square of Sinan­ju. If on­ly he could get more. Who was this Re­mo? What was his

    last name? How had he come to be cho­sen to be the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?




    Sam­my won­dered if he knocked on the door and asked to bor­row a cup of rice, could he get

    Re­mo to talk di­rect­ly to the cam­era, maybe trick him in­to an in­ter­view with­out Re­mo

    re­al­iz­ing it.




    No, too risky. He had to get this new tape back to Colonel Ditko. Maybe it would be enough

    to sat­is­fy him. And he was afraid to linger much longer. But Sam­my was al­so a jour­nal­ist,

    and to him, the sto­ry was ev­ery­thing.




    But hours passed, and Re­mo did not reap­pear.




    What was he do­ing in there? Sam­my Kee won­dered. Colonel Ditko was wait­ing for him back

    along the road. He was al­most cer­tain he had enough footage. But what if Ditko sent him back

    for more? And there was the body of the boy whose skull Sam­my had crushed with a stone. What

    if some­one missed the boy?




    Crouch­ing in the rocks, the chill winds of the Yel­low Sea cut­ting through the pa­per of

    his cos­tume, Sam­my Kee grew im­pa­tient.




    And so, he made a ter­ri­ble mis­take. He knocked on the plain wood door.




    Re­mo an­swered it. He took one look at the drag­on dancer and said, “Tell Chi­un I’ll see

    him lat­er.”




    Sam­my asked, “Can you spare some rice?” in Ko­re­an. He pressed the trig­ger of the video

    cam­era.




    “Rice?” Re­mo looked puz­zled. “I don’t-” Re­mo’s hand drift­ed out so sud­den­ly that

    Sam­my Kee didn’t no­tice it. His drag­on head went sail­ing in­to the air. Look­ing in­to the

    viewfind­er, Sam­my on­ly saw Re­mo’s face. It twist­ed in anger.




    “What the ding-​dong hell?” Re­mo yelled, laps­ing in­to En­glish.




    Sam­my Kee felt the video­cam leave his hands. The elec­tri­cal ca­ble draw­ing the pow­er

    from his belt bat­tery pack snapped. Sam­my’s hands were sud­den­ly numb. He looked at them.

    They were stuck in the stric­ture of hold­ing the cam­era. But the cam­era wasn’t there.




    “Who the hell are you?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Don’t hurt me! I can ex­plain,” Sam­my bab­bled in En­glish.




    Re­mo grabbed Sam­my by the shoul­der, tear­ing off the top of the beau­ti­ful drag­on

    cos­tume. Un­der­neath, he saw Sam­my’s dirty peas­ant clothes.




    “You’re an Amer­ican,” Re­mo said ac­cus­ing­ly.




    “How did you know?” Sam­my asked.




    You smell like an Amer­ican. Ev­ery­one smells like some­thing. Ko­re­ans smell of fish.

    Amer­icans smell of ham­burg­er.”




    “I ad­mit it. Don’t hurt me!”




    “Smith send you?”




    “What?”




    “Smith,” Re­mo re­peat­ed an­gri­ly. “He sent you, right? You’re here to spy for him, to

    make sure I come back to the States af­ter … af­ter . . .”




    Re­mo didn’t com­plete the sen­tence. The very thought of Smith send­ing a spy all the way

    to Sinan­ju to mon­itor Chi­un’s dy­ing was too much, even for a cold-​blood­ed tigh­tass like

    Smith.




    “Come on,” Re­mo said, yank­ing Sam­my Kee along.




    “Where are you tak­ing me?” Sam­my want­ed to know.




    “Don’t talk. Don’t say a word. Just walk.”




    Sam­my looked back in the shad­ows of the open door, a small fig­ure stood in a for­lorn

    pos­ture, her face con­cealed by a im­pen­etra­ble veil. She waved farewell timid­ly, but Re­mo

    didn’t no­tice the ges­ture. His eyes were on the road ahead. The beach road lead­ing back to

    the vil­lage.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was trou­bled. He had tricked Re­mo in­to declar­ing him­self as his

    true heir. But at what cost? Re­mo had been very an­gry. It made Chi­un heavy of heart. And so

    Chi­un had re­tired to his beau­ti­ful house, de­cid­ing in his mind that he would not go to

    Re­mo, but would in­stead wait for Re­mo to seek him out.




    And if the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ex­pired be­fore Re­mo’s anger had sub­sid­ed, then that

    would be on the head of Re­mo Williams.




    Pullyang, the care­tak­er, en­tered up­on knock­ing. “He re­turns, O Mas­ter,” Pullyang said

    as he bowed.




    “His face?” asked Chi­un.




    “Full of wrath.”




    Chi­un looked strick­en, but he said, “I will meet with him.”




    “He is not alone. One is with him.”




    “Which?” asked Chi­un. “Speak his name.”




    “I am told this per­son is not of the vil­lage.”




    “This too, I will deal with.” And Chi­un was puz­zled. Re­mo barged in with­out knock­ing.

    Chi­un was not sur­prised. But he was sur­prised when Re­mo threw down a Ko­re­an whom Chi­un

    did not rec­og­nize.




    “If this is a peace of­fer­ing, Re­mo,” Chi­un said, “it will not do. I have nev­er seen

    this wretch be­fore.”




    “For­give me, great Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” plead­ed Sam­my Kee, falling to his knees.




    “But I will con­sid­er your of­fer­ing,” added Chi­un, who en­joyed prop­er re­spect.




    “Smell him,” Re­mo said. Chi­un sniffed del­icate­ly.




    “He smells of ex­cre­ment,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said dis­dain­ful­ly. “And worse, the

    dread­ed ham­burg­er.”




    “A present from Smith,” Re­mo said, hold­ing up the video cam­era. “He was spy­ing on

    us.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Em­per­or Smith is con­cerned that the line of suc­ces­sion is be­ing

    trans­ferred cor­rect­ly. The mark of a wise ruler. I would not have cred­it­ed him so. Too bad

    his con­tract is with the cur­rent Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and not the next one.”




    Chi­un ad­dressed Sam­my Kee.




    “Re­turn to your home­land and in­form Em­per­or Smith that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju lives

    yet. And that Re­mo will not be re­turn­ing, hav­ing agreed to take my place as the head of my

    vil­lage.”




    Sam­my Kee trem­bled in si­lence.




    “But,” Chi­un went on, “if he should wish to em­ploy the next Mas­ter on a nonex­clu­sive

    ba­sis, this could be dis­cussed. But the days of Sinan­ju hav­ing on­ly one client are over.

    Sinan­ju is re­turn­ing to its hon­ored tra­di­tion of em­ploy­ment, which you Amer­icans have

    on­ly late­ly dis­cov­ered. I be­lieve you call it di­ver­si­fi­ca­tion.”




    “What’ll we do with him?” Re­mo asked. “There’s no sub­ma­rine in the har­bor. I

    checked.”




    “Hold him un­til the ves­sel re­veals it­self.”




    “I found some­thing else in the har­bor, Chi­un.”




    “Your man­ners?” asked Chi­un.




    “No. A body. Some kid.”




    Chi­un’s wispy fa­cial hair trem­bled. “A drowned child,” he said sad­ly.




    “His head was bashed in. The crabs got him.” Chi­un’s hazel eyes turned to Sam­my Kee. They

    blazed.




    And the fear Sam­my Kee felt deep in­side him sweat­ed out of his pores and pro­claimed to

    the sen­si­tive nos­trils of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, bet­ter than any ad­mis­sion by word and

    deed, the un­de­ni­able guilt of Sam­my Kee.




    “To mur­der one of Sinan­ju is an un­for­giv­able crime,” said Chi­un in a low voice. “But

    to mur­der a child is abom­ina­tion.”




    Chi­un clapped his hands twice to sig­nal. The sound hurt Sam­my’s eardrums and set the wall

    hang­ings to flut­ter­ing.




    The care­tak­er, Pullyang, en­tered, and see­ing Sam­my Kee, rec­og­nized him. But he said

    noth­ing. “Find a place for this wretch. He will be sen­tenced at my leisure. And send men to

    the har­bor to claim the body of the poor child that lies there.”




    Sam­my Kee tried to bolt from the room.




    “Not so fast, child-​killer,” Re­mo said. He tripped Sam­my Kee with the toe of one Ital­ian

    loafer. Sam­my crashed to the floor and Re­mo touched his spine down near the small of the

    back.




    Sam­my Kee sud­den­ly dis­cov­ered that his legs wouldn’t work. He tried to crawl, but his

    low­er body was so much dead weight. He cried.




    “What will hap­pen to him?” Re­mo asked ca­su­al­ly.




    “The crabs in the har­bor have eat­en sweet to­day. To­mor­row they will eat sour,” Chi­un

    said.




    “Smith won’t like it.”




    “Smith is a mem­ory to the House of Sinan­ju from this day for­ward. You have re­nounced

    him.”




    “I’m not sure I’ve re­nounced any­thing, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Just be­cause I agreed to sup­port

    this place doesn’t mean I can’t work for Smith.”




    “You are a cru­el child, Re­mo.”




    “How do you feel?” Re­mo asked in a soft­er tone.




    “The pain is less when you are with me,” he said.




    “Can we talk lat­er?”




    “Why not now?”




    “I have some­thing to do,” said Re­mo. He seemed strange­ly ea­ger to leave.




    “Some­thing more im­por­tant than com­fort­ing an old man?”




    “Maybe.”




    Chi­un turned his face away. “You will do what you will do, re­gard­less of the hurt you

    cause.”




    “I still have to think this through,” Re­mo said.




    “No,” Chi­un shot back. “You have yet to think. The day you think is the day you feel

    com­pas­sion. I have de­cid­ed not to move from this spot un­til that day ar­rives.”




    And when Re­mo didn’t an­swer, Chi­un looked back. But Re­mo was gone.




    Chi­un gasped at the bla­tant lack of re­spect. His brow fur­rowed. It was be­yond

    un­der­stand­ing. Re­mo had not ap­peared an­gry with him, but he clear­ly was not re­spond­ing

    to Chi­un’s blan­dish­ments.




    Chi­un won­dered if Shi­va were stir­ring in Re­mo’s mind again.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko wait­ed out­side the in­vis­ible wall sur­round­ing Sinan­ju un­til

    night fell.




    Cold crept in­to the dark­ened in­te­ri­or of his Chai­ka. It made his right eye ache

    be­neath his new eye­patch. The doc­tors had re­paired the rup­tured cornea, but it would be

    weeks un­til Colonel Ditko would know if the eye was any longer good.




    Colonel Ditko shiv­ered in his win­ter uni­form, curs­ing the name of Sam­my Kee un­der his

    breath. He dared not turn the heater on and use up all his gaso­line. Gaso­line was not eas­ily

    come by in North Ko­rea, where au­to­mo­biles were for the priv­ileged on­ly, and gas sta­tions

    nonex­is­tent. Colonel Ditko couldn’t af­ford to seek out an of­fi­cial gas de­pot, where there

    would be ques­tions about his pres­ence here, far from his post in Py­ongyang.




    Colonel Ditko won­dered if Sam­my Kee had es­caped. But Sam­my Kee would not have done any

    such fool­ish thing. There was no es­cape in North Ko­rea. On­ly through Colonel Ditko could

    Sam­my Kee ev­er hope to es­cape North Ko­rea. So, watch­ing the full moon rise above the low

    hills, Colonel Ditko shiv­ered and set­tled deep­er in­to the cush­ions, wait­ing for Sam­my

    Kee to come up to the road from Sinan­ju.




    But Sam­my Kee did not come up the road from Sinan­ju. No one came up the road from

    Sinan­ju. It was as if Sinan­ju had gob­bled up Sam­my Kee like a hun­gry bear.




    The night had near­ly elapsed when Colonel Ditko came to the on­ly pos­si­ble con­clu­sion

    left to him. Sam­my Kee had been cap­tured or killed in Sinan­ju. Colonel Ditko had tast­ed

    fail­ure be­fore in his ca­reer. Fail­ure, it might be said, was a hall­mark of Colonel Ditko’s

    KGB ca­reer. It was the on­ly hall­mark, ac­cord­ing to his su­pe­ri­ors, which was why they

    fre­quent­ly trans­ferred him from one ca­reer-​crush­ing post to an­oth­er. Colonel Ditko

    could live with fail­ure. Or­di­nar­ily.




    But not this time. This time he had sac­ri­ficed an eye to en­sure suc­cess. This time he

    had promised suc­cess to the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary him­self. He could ad­mit fail­ure to his

    im­me­di­ate su­pe­ri­ors-​they ex­pect­ed no bet­ter from him-​but not to the Gen­er­al

    Sec­re­tary. He would have him shot. Worse, he might be ex­iled to the worst pos­si­ble KGB

    post in the world. Back to In­dia, this time to stay.




    This time, Colonel Vik­tor Ditko de­cid­ed, step­ping from the half-​warmth of his closed

    car, he would not set­tle for fail­ure.




    He walked down the road to­ward Sinan­ju, the moon­light mak­ing an ex­cel­lent tar­get of

    his slight form, and his Tokarev hand­gun clenched tight­ly in one hand. It was the hard­est

    walk Ditko ev­er un­der­took, be­cause to get in­to Sinan­ju, he had to walk through a wall.

    Even if he couldn’t feel it.




    Sam­my Kee lay in the dark­ness of the hut where they had thrown him. It was not so bad now.

    Be­fore, the door was left open and the vil­lagers pa­rad­ed past to see the child-​killer.

    Some­times they spit up­on him. Some came in and kicked him un­til blood climbed up his

    throat.




    The worst mo­ment was the wom­an though. She was a fury. She was young, but with the seamed

    young-​old face of the child­bear­ing wom­en of Ko­rea. She screamed in­vec­tive at Sam­my Kee.

    She spat on his face. Then she flew at him with her long-​nailed claws. But the oth­ers dragged

    her back just in time, be­fore she could rake his face to peel­ings.




    Sam­my un­der­stood that she was the boy’s moth­er and he felt sick all over again.




    With the com­ing of night, they locked the door and left Sam­my with the hor­ror of his

    sit­ua­tion. He could move his arms, but his legs were use­less. There was no feel­ing be­low

    his waist. He mas­saged his dead legs in a vain ef­fort to re­store cir­cu­la­tion and nerve

    feel­ing, but all that hap­pened was that his blad­der gave and he soaked his cot­ton

    trousers.




    Fi­nal­ly, Sam­my gave up try­ing to re­store his legs. He dragged him­self to the video­cam

    which they had tossed in like a piece of junk, and laid his head on it, us­ing the rub­ber

    han­dle as a kind of pil­low. He was des­per­ate for sleep.




    The fools, Sam­my thought, the great­est jour­nal­ist of the cen­tu­ry and they had treat­ed

    him like a dead cat. And then the peace of sleep took him.




    Sam­my awoke from his slum­ber with­out know­ing why.




    The door opened cau­tious­ly. Moon­light shim­mered off a pair of eye­glass­es, turn­ing the

    lens­es in­to blind milky orbs.




    Sam­my rec­og­nized the slight unath­let­ic form. “Colonel Ditko,” Sam­my breathed.




    “Qui­et!” Ditko hissed. He shut the door be­hind him and knelt down in the dark­ness. “What

    has hap­pened?”




    “They caught me,” Sam­my said breath­less­ly. “They’re go­ing to kill me. You must help me

    es­cape.”




    “You fai­ied?” Ditko said hoarse­ly.




    “No, no! I didn’t fail. Here. I made a new tape. It con­tains ev­ery­thing.”




    Colonel Ditko scooped up the video­cam.




    “Play it back through the viewfind­er,” Sam­my said ea­ger­ly. “You’ll see.”




    Ditko did as he was bid­den. In his ea­ger­ness, he placed the viewfind­er to his right eye.

    An­noyed, he switched to his good eye. He ran the tape, which played back mi­nus sound.




    “What am I see­ing?” Ditko asked.




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He has re­turned. And he brought with him the Amer­ican agent he

    has trained in Sinan­ju. They tell ev­ery­thing. They are as­sas­sins for Amer­ica. It’s all on

    that tape.”




    Colonel Ditko felt a wave of re­lief. “You have suc­ceed­ed.”




    “Help me now.”




    “Come then. We will leave be­fore light.”




    “You must help me. I can’t move my legs.”




    “What is wrong with them?”




    “The one called Re­mo. The Mas­ter’s Amer­ican pupil. He did some­thing to them. I have no

    feel­ing in my legs. But you can car­ry me.”




    Colonel Ditko un­load­ed the tape from the video­cam. “I can­not car­ry this and you.”




    “But you can’t leave me here. They’ll kill me hor­ri­bly.”




    “And I will kill you mer­ci­ful­ly,” said Colonel Ditko, who placed the muz­zle of his

    Tokarev pis­tol in­to Sam­my Kee’s open mouth, deep in­to his mouth, and pulled the trig­ger

    once.




    Sam­my Kee’s mouth swal­lowed the sound of the shot. And the bul­let.




    Sam­my Kee’s head slipped off the bar­rel of the gun with macabre slow­ness and struck the

    floor in sev­er­al mel­on­like sec­tions.




    Colonel Ditko wiped the back­splat­ter blood from his hand on Sam­my’s peas­ant blouse.




    “Good-​bye, Sam­my Kee,” said Colonel Vik­tor Ditko. “I will re­mem­ber you when I am warm

    and pros­per­ous in Moscow.”




    And Vik­tor Ditko slipped back in­to the night. This time he knew the walk through the

    in­vis­ible wall would not be that dif­fi­cult.




    The care­tak­er, Pullyang, brought the word to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju with the chill of the

    Sinan­ju dawn. “The pris­on­er is dead,” he said.




    “Fear of the wrath of Sinan­ju ex­tracts its own price,” said Chi­un wise­ly.




    “His head lies in pieces.”




    “The moth­er,” said Chi­un. “She can­not be blamed for seek­ing re­venge.”




    “No rock ev­er burst a skull in this fash­ion,” Pullyang in­sist­ed.




    “Speak your mind,” said Chi­un.




    “A west­ern weapon did this,” said Pullyang. “A gun.”




    “Who would dare pro­fane the sanc­ti­ty of Sinan­ju with a shoot­er of pel­lets?” de­mand­ed

    Chi­un.




    Pullyang said noth­ing. He low­ered his head. “You have some­thing else to tell me.”




    “For­give me, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, for I have com­mit­ted a grave tres­pass.”




    “I can­not for­give what I do not un­der­stand.”




    “This Amer­ican was here be­fore. A week ago. He asked many ques­tions, and I, be­ing proud

    of my vil­lage, told him many sto­ries of the mag­nif­icence of Sinan­ju.”




    “Ad­ver­tis­ing pays,” said Chi­un. “There is no fault in that.”




    “This Amer­ican car­ried a ma­chine with him, the same one he had yes­ter­day. He point­ed

    it at me when I spoke.”




    “Fetch this ma­chine.”




    When Pullyang re­turned, he of­fered the video­cam to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who took it

    in hand as if it were an un­clean fetish.




    “The re­cep­ta­cle for words and pic­tures is miss­ing,” Chi­un said. “It was not miss­ing

    last night.”




    “It is so, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    Chi­un’s eyes low­ered as he thought. A man had record­ed the words of the care­tak­er

    Pullyang one week ago. Now he had re­turned to record more of the same. But this time, he had

    record­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his pupil, for Chi­un knew that the drag­on dancer at

    yes­ter­day’s break­fast feast was Sam­my Kee.




    What did this mean? Chi­un did not fear for Sinan­ju. Sinan­ju was in­vi­olate. The dogs of

    Py­ongyang, from the lowli­est to the head­er for Life, Kim Il Sung, had made a pact with

    Sinan­ju. There would be no trou­ble from them.




    The mad Em­per­or Smith was not be­hind this. Chi­un did not al­ways un­der­stand Smith, but

    Smith’s ma­nia for se­cre­cy was the one con­stant of his de­ranged white mind. Smith would not

    dis­patch per­sons to record the se­crets of Sinan­ju.




    En­emies of Smith per­haps, seek­ing gain. Or en­emies of Amer­ica. There were many of

    those. Even Amer­ica’s friends were but slum­ber­ing en­emies, pre­sent­ing a smil­ing vis­age

    but clutch­ing dag­gers be­hind their backs.




    Present­ly Chi­un’s eyes re­fo­cused.




    “I for­give you, Pullyang, for in truth you are, com­pared to me, young, and un­wise in the

    ways of the out­er world.”




    “What does this mean?” asked Pullyang grate­ful­ly.




    “Where is Re­mo?” asked Chi­un sud­den­ly.




    “He has not been seen.”




    “By no one?”




    “Some say he walked to­ward the house of the beast.”




    “Go to the house of Mah-​Li the un­for­tu­nate and fetch my adopt­ed son to me. I do not

    un­der­stand what tran­spired last night, but I know that it must con­cern my son. On­ly he can

    ad­vise me in this mat­ter.”




    “Yes, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.” And Pullyang, great­ly re­lieved that no blame was at­tached to

    him, hied away from the house of the Mas­ter, who sud­den­ly sank in­to his seat and closed his

    eyes with a great weari­ness.




    The tape cas­sette ar­rived from Py­ongyang by diplo­mat­ic pouch. In the pouch was a note

    from the So­vi­et am­bas­sador to the Peo­ple’s Re­pub­lic of Ko­rea de­mand­ing to know why

    the head of em­bassy se­cu­ri­ty, Colonel Ditko, was send­ing pack­ages di­rect­ly to the

    Krem­lin through the am­bas­sador’s pouch.




    As he load­ed the cas­sette in­to his pri­vate ma­chine, the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary made a

    men­tal note to in­form the So­vi­et am­bas­sador to mind his own busi­ness re­gard­ing the

    ac­tiv­ities of the Peo­ple’s Hero, Colonel Ditko.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary watched the tape to the end. He saw an old man and a Cau­casian

    ex­hort­ing a crowd of peas­ant Ko­re­ans. Ac­cord­ing to the note from Colonel Ditko, the tape

    showed the leg­endary Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his Amer­ican run­ning dog con­fess­ing to

    es­pi­onage, geno­cide, and oth­er crimes against the in­ter­na­tion­al com­mu­ni­ty on be­half

    of a rene­gade Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment agen­cy known as CURE.




    There was a crude tran­script with the tape, and an apol­ogy from Colonel Ditko, who

    ex­plained that his Ko­re­an was not good, and that for se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons he had not had the

    tape trans­lat­ed by some­one more flu­ent. And by the way, the Ko­re­an-​Amer­ican, Sam­my

    Kee, had met an un­for­tu­nate death in the course of mak­ing this tape.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary called the supreme com­man­der of the KGB.




    “Look through the non-​per­sons list and find me some­one who speaks flu­ent Ko­re­an,” he

    or­dered. “Bring him to me.”




    With­in the day, they had ex­act­ly the right per­son, a dis­si­dent his­to­ry teach­er who

    spe­cial­ized in Ori­en­tal stud­ies.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary or­dered him locked in a room with on­ly a video­tape ma­chine,

    pen and pa­per, and in­struc­tions to trans­late the cas­sette tape from Ko­rea.




    By day’s end, the tran­script was de­liv­ered, sealed, to the of­fice of the Gen­er­al

    Sec­re­tary.




    “What shall we do with the trans­la­tor?” asked the couri­er.




    “He is still locked in the view­ing room?”




    “Da.”




    “When the smell of death seeps in­to the cor­ri­dor, in a week or two, you may re­move the

    body.”




    The couri­er left swift­ly, his kind­ly opin­ion of the world­ly new Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary

    for­ev­er shat­tered. The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary read the tran­script through once, quick­ly.

    And then again, to ab­sorb all the de­tails. And a third time to sa­vor the sweet­ness of this

    great­est of in­tel­li­gence coups.




    A smile spread over the open fea­tures of the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary, mak­ing him look like

    some­one’s well-​fed and con­tent grand­fa­ther.




    It was all there. The Unit­ed States had a se­cret agen­cy known as CURE, one un­known even

    to the Congress of the Unit­ed States. It was il­le­gal, and in­dulged in as­sas­si­na­tions

    both in Amer­ica and abroad. The as­sas­sins were trained in Sinan­ju. In the­ory, they could

    go any­where, do any­thing, and nev­er be sus­pect­ed.




    And then the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary re­mem­bered sto­ries that had cir­cu­lat­ed in the

    up­per lev­els of the Polit­buro be­fore he had as­sumed his cur­rent rank. Frag­men­tary

    ru­mors. Op­er­ations that had been stopped by un­known agents, pre­sum­ably Amer­ican. Strange

    ac­ci­dents that de­fied ex­pla­na­tion. The liq­ui­da­tion of So­vi­et Tres­ka killer teams

    dur­ing the time when Amer­ica’s in­tel­li­gence ser­vices had been emas­cu­lat­ed. The

    strangeness dur­ing the Moscow Olympics. The fail­ure of the Vol­ga, a space de­vice that would

    have be­come the ul­ti­mate ter­ror weapon had not uniden­ti­fied Amer­ican agents

    neu­tral­ized it. The dis­ap­pear­ance of Field Mar­shal Ze­my­atin dur­ing the ozone-​shield

    cri­sis two years ago.




    In a locked cab­inet in this very of­fice, the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary had a file of KGB

    re­ports of those mys­te­ri­ous in­ci­dents. The file was marked “FAIL­URES: UN­KNOWN

    CAUSE.”




    But now the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary knew the cause was no longer un­known. It could be

    ex­plained in one word: CURE.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary laughed to him­self. Pri­vate­ly, he ad­mired the bold­ness of the

    Amer­ican ap­pa­ra­tus. It was bril­liant. Ex­act­ly what Amer­ica need­ed to deal with her

    in­ter­nal prob­lems. He wished he could steal it.




    But that wasn’t the way the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary did busi­ness. His pre­de­ces­sors would

    have tried to steal it. Not him. He would sim­ply ask for it. No harm in that, thought the

    Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary. And he laughed. He picked up the red tele­phone which con­nect­ed

    di­rect­ly to the White House and which he was re­served to use on­ly in times of ex­treme

    in­ter­na­tion­al cri­sis. This would wake up the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, the

    Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary thought, as he lis­tened to the tin­ny feed­back ring from Wash­ing­ton.

    And he laughed again.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    Re­mo Williams won­dered if he was falling in love.




    He bare­ly knew the maid­en Mah-​Li. Yet, even with Chi­un weak­en­ing dai­ly, Re­mo was

    drawn back to the house of the girl the vil­lage of Sinan­ju had os­tra­cized as the beast,

    like a poor sailor who had heard the siren call of Circe.




    Re­mo could not ex­plain the at­trac­tion. Was it the mys­tery of her veil? Fas­ci­na­tion

    with the un­known? Or was it just that she was an un­der­stand­ing voice in a trou­bled time?

    He did not know.




    It both­ered Re­mo ter­ri­bly that Chi­un, in his last days, con­tin­ued to carp and try to

    lay guilt on him. Re­mo want­ed to be with Chi­un, but Chi­un was mak­ing it im­pos­si­ble to

    be around. And, of course, Re­mo felt guilty about that, too.




    So Re­mo sat on the floor of Mah-​Li’s house, telling her ev­ery­thing, and won­der­ing why

    the words kept com­ing out. He usu­al­ly didn’t like to talk about him­self.




    “Chi­un thinks I’m ig­nor­ing him,” Re­mo said, ac­cept­ing a plate of a Ko­re­an del­ica­cy

    that Mah-​Li had baked just for him. It smelled good in the dark­ened room.




    “What is this?” he asked, start­ing to taste a piece.




    “Dog,” said Mah-​Li pleas­ant­ly.




    Re­mo put it down abrupt­ly. “I don’t eat meat,” he said.




    “It is not meat,” laughed Mah-​Li. “Dog is rice bread, filled with dates, chest­nuts, and

    red beans.”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. He tried it. “It’s good.”




    “Aren’t you?” asked Mah-​Li.




    “What?”




    “Ig­nor­ing the Mas­ter?”




    “I don’t know. I’m all con­fused. I don’t know how to deal with his dy­ing. I’ve killed more

    peo­ple than I can count but I’ve nev­er lost any­one re­al­ly close to me. I’ve nev­er had

    any­one re­al­ly close to me. Ex­cept Chi­un.”




    “You do not wish to face the in­evitable.”




    “Yeah. I guess that’s it.”




    “Ig­nor­ing the dy­ing one will not keep him breath­ing. He will die with­out you. Per­haps

    soon­er.”




    “He seemed okay when I talked to him. It’s so hard. He doesn’t look like he’s dy­ing. Just

    tired, like he’s a clock that’s wind­ing down.”




    “Will you go back to your coun­try when it is over?” Mah-​Li asked. Re­mo re­al­ized she had

    the knack for say­ing just enough to keep him talk­ing.




    “I want to. But I promised Chi­un I’d sup­port the vil­lage, and I’m not sure what I would

    be re­turn­ing to. Chi­un has been my whole life. I see that now. Not CURE, not Smith. And I

    don’t want to lose him.”




    “It can be pleas­ant liv­ing in Sinan­ju. You will take a wife and have many chil­dren.”




    “I don’t want any of the vil­lage girls,” Re­mo said ve­he­ment­ly.




    “But you can­not mar­ry a white girl,” said Mah-​Li.




    “Why not? I’m white. Al­though Chi­un doesn’t think so.”




    “No? What does the Mas­ter think?” she asked.




    “That I’m part Ko­re­an. It’s crazy. With one breath he cas­ti­gates me as a clum­sy white.

    With the oth­er he tries to con­vince me of my Ko­re­an her­itage. Ac­cord­ing to him,

    some­where in the line of Sinan­ju, there’s an an­ces­tor of mine. Isn’t that crazy?”




    Mah-​Li looked at Re­mo through her veil and he stud­ied her. Mah-​Li’s face was a pale oval

    be­hind the gauze but he could not dis­cern her fea­tures. He felt drawn to look, even though

    it made him un­com­fort­able.




    “I think there is a lit­tle of Ko­rea in your face, around the eyes. Their shape, but not

    their col­or. The peo­ple of my vil­lage do not have brown eyes.”




    “Chi­un just wants to jus­ti­fy giv­ing Sinan­ju to a white man,” Re­mo said.




    “Have you ev­er heard the sto­ry of the lost Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, Re­mo?” Mah-​Li asked

    qui­et­ly.




    Re­mo liked the way Mah-​Li pro­nounced his name. She had to force the R and she rolled it

    in the Span­ish style.




    “Lost Mas­ter? Was that Lu?”




    “No, that was an­oth­er Mas­ter.”




    “You know the sto­ry?”




    “Ev­ery­one knows the sto­ry,” said Mah-​Li. “It was many years ago. There was a Mas­ter who

    was known as Non­ga, whose wife bore him many daugh­ters, but sad­ly no sons. Many were the

    daugh­ters of Non­ga, and each year an­oth­er was born. And Mas­ter Non­ga grew sullen, for he

    was un­able to sire a male heir. By law, Sinan­ju could on­ly be passed through the male

    line.”




    “An­oth­er strike against this place,” said Re­mo. “One year, when Mas­ter Non­ga was very

    old, his wife, who was not so old, fi­nal­ly bore him a son. And the Mas­ter named this son

    Ko­jing, and he was very proud. But his wife kept a se­cret from Non­ga, for she had in truth

    borne him two sons, as iden­ti­cal as snow peas. She hid the oth­er son, whom she named

    Ko­jong, for she feared that the Mas­ter would slay Ko­jong, for there was a law in Sinan­ju

    that on­ly the first­born could be taught Sinan­ju. And Ko­jing and Ko­jong were born at the

    same time. She feared the Mas­ter Non­ga, to solve this dilem­ma would drown one son in the

    cold wa­ters of the bay.”




    “How did she keep the sec­ond one hid­den?” asked Re­mo. “This isn’t a big place, even

    now.”




    “She was very clever, this wife of Mas­ter Non­ga. She hid the babe in the hut of a sis­ter

    dur­ing Ko­jong’s ba­by years. And when Ko­jong was a boy, he was in all ways iden­ti­cal to

    Ko­jing, and so she en­list­ed Ko­jing and Ko­jong in a game. On even days Ko­jing would live

    with Mas­ter Non­ga and be his son, eat­ing with the fam­ily and know­ing par­ents, and on the

    oth­er days, Ko­jong would live in the hut, and pre­tend to be Ko­jing. And this went on un­til

    the two boys were two men.”




    “You mean the old guy nev­er caught on?”




    “He was very old, and his eye­sight, al­though ex­cel­lent for see­ing far things, was not

    good for things near. Mas­ter Non­ga did not sus­pect he had two sons. When the time came to

    teach Ko­jing Sinan­ju, the trick­ery con­tin­ued. Ko­jing learned the first day’s les­son and

    at night taught it to Ko­jong, who took the les­son of the sec­ond day and passed it on to his

    broth­er, and so this went un­til both had ab­sorbed Sinan­ju.




    “On the day Ko­jing was in­vest­ed as the next Mas­ter, Mas­ter Non­ga died, for in truth he

    lived on­ly as long as he need­ed to ful­fill his obli­ga­tions, for he was very tired of

    ba­by-​mak­ing and be­ing the fa­ther of so many use­less girls.”




    “I bet,” Re­mo said.




    “And on that day, Ko­jong re­vealed him­self. But there could be on­ly one Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, and so Ko­jong, be­cause he was not Ko­jing, the boy Mas­ter Non­ga thought he was

    train­ing alone, an­nounced that he was leav­ing Sinan­ju, and leav­ing Ko­rea, to live. He

    pledged not to pass along knowl­edge of the sun source, but in­stead to pass along on­ly the

    spir­it of his an­ces­tors, the many Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, say­ing to the vil­lage, ‘The day

    may come when a Mas­ter will sire no sons and the line of Sinan­ju will face ex­tinc­tion. On

    that day seek out the sons of Ko­jong, and in them find a wor­thy ves­sel to car­ry on the

    tra­di­tions.’ And so Ko­jong sailed in­to the cold mists of the bay.”




    “Did any Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ev­er turn to an an­ces­tor of Ko­jong?” Re­mo asked.




    “No one knows.”




    “Chi­un nev­er told me that sto­ry.”




    “It is the way of the Mas­ter to do what he does. We do not ques­tion it here.”




    “Maybe I’m de­scend­ed from Ko­jong.”




    “If so, Ko­jong’s spir­it has at last re­turned to Sinan­ju,” she said.




    “Yeah, but I’m not car­ry­ing the spir­it of Ko­jong in­side me, ac­cord­ing to Chi­un. I’m

    car­ry­ing the spir­it of Shi­va.”




    “In Sinan­ju, we be­lieve that we have lived many lives. The spir­it does not change, just

    the col­or of the eyes that the spir­it sees with.”




    “Be­fore, some­times I’ve known things,” Re­mo said. “It’s like I’m car­ry­ing mem­ories of

    Sinan­ju in­side of me, mem­ories of Mas­ters who have gone be­fore. I nev­er un­der­stood it

    be­fore. But the way you just ex­plained it to me, I think I un­der­stand now.”




    “You be­long here, Re­mo.”




    “I do, don’t I?”




    “It is your des­tiny. You should ac­cept it.”




    “I could live here, Mah-​Li. If you would share this life with me,” Re­mo said.




    Mah-​Li turned away. “I can­not.”




    “Why not?”




    “It is for­bid­den.”




    “I am the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said with con­vic­tion. “I de­cide what’s

    for­bid­den around here.” Im­pul­sive­ly Re­mo leaned for­ward and with both hands lift­ed the

    veil from the hid­den face of Mah-​Li, the beast.




    Re­mo, who had seen many strange things in his life, was un­pre­pared for the sight which

    greet­ed his eyes.




    He gasped.




    For Mah-​Li was beau­ti­ful. Her face was in­tel­li­gent and an­imat­ed, her skin smooth as

    poured cream. Hair as black as a raven’s wing framed the del­icate beau­ty of her

    beau­ti­ful­ly mod­eled fea­tures like a set­ting for the work of a mas­ter ar­ti­san.

    Laugh­ter lurked well back in her eyes, as if wait­ing to be re­leased, but it was there. Her

    eyes were West­ern eyes, like Re­mo’s, not slant­ed, and he laughed aloud as he re­al­ized that

    was why the vil­lagers called her ug­ly.




    “Maybe I’ll stay here,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly. “Maybe you’ll mar­ry me?”




    “It is for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to give his ap­proval of what you ask.”




    “Then I’m go­ing to see him-​right now,” Re­mo said, jump­ing to his feet.




    Re­mo ran in­to the care­tak­er, Pullyang, on the way to Chi­un’s house.




    “The Mas­ter wish­es your pres­ence,” Pullyang said.




    “I’m on my way.”




    Chi­un was sit­ting on his throne in the trea­sure house of Sinan­ju when Re­mo en­tered.

    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked like an old tur­tle, slow­ly lift­ing his head at Re­mo’s

    ap­proach.




    “Are you sur­prised to find me still among the liv­ing?” Chi­un asked, see­ing the shocked

    ex­pres­sion on his pupil’s face.




    “You look aw­ful,” Re­mo said. “How do you feel?”




    “Be­trayed.”




    “I had to be by my­self,” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly.




    “Then why were you with the one known as Mah-​Li, if you had to be by your­self?” Chi­un

    asked.




    “Don’t be a grouch,” Re­mo said, tak­ing a lo­tus po­si­tion be­fore the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. “You nev­er told me about her.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “I have news.”




    “So have I. I’ve de­cid­ed. I’m stay­ing.”




    “Of course. You pledged your­self be­fore the en­tire vil­lage.”




    “You’re wel­come,” Re­mo said sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. “Don’t make this more dif­fi­cult than it

    is, okay?”




    “I am lis­ten­ing,” Chi­un said.




    “I won’t wear a ki­mono.”




    “The in­vest­ment ki­mono has been hand­ed down the line since be­fore Wang the Greater,”

    Chi­un said slow­ly. But his eyes grew brighter.




    “Okay. Maybe then. But not af­ter.”




    “Done,” said Chi­un.




    “And I won’t grow my fin­ger­nails long.”




    “If you wish to de­prive your­self of the prop­er tools with which to ply an as­sas­sin’s

    trade, who am I to cor­rect you? You are be­yond cor­rec­tion.”




    “But I will choose a Sinan­ju girl.”




    Chi­un perked up in his seat. He beamed. He took Re­mo’s hand in his two yel­low claws.




    “Speak her name. I know it will be mu­sic to my aged ears.”




    “Mah-​Li.”




    Chi­un dropped Re­mo’s hand as if it were a gut­ted fish.




    “She is not ap­pro­pri­ate,” he snapped.




    “Why not? I love her.”




    “You do not know her.”




    “I know enough to know I love her. And why didn’t you tell me about her be­fore? She’s

    gor­geous.”




    “What do you know of beau­ty? Have you ev­er lis­tened to one of my Ung po­ems with­out

    leav­ing in the mid­dle?”




    “Six-​hour recitals about bees and but­ter­flies don’t do it for me, Lit­tle Fa­ther. And

    what’s wrong with Mah-​Li?”




    “She is ug­ly. She will bear ug­ly chil­dren. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju who will come from

    your seed must one day rep­re­sent us in the out­side world. I will not have my house shamed by

    hideous emis­saries.”




    “That re­minds me. Whose idea was it for her to go veiled? Yours?”




    “The wom­en of the vil­lage de­creed it, so that she would not fright­en the chil­dren or

    the dogs.”




    “Mon­key spit,” Re­mo snapped. “They were jeal­ous of her.”




    “Your white­ness blinds you to the truth,” Chi­un re­tort­ed. “Name me one pos­itive

    qual­ity she pos­sess­es.”




    “She’s kind. I can talk to her.”




    “That is two. I asked for on­ly one. Be­sides, if you wish con­ver­sa­tion and kind­ness, I

    have both in full mea­sure.”




    “Don’t duck the is­sue. Maybe I love her. Maybe I should mar­ry her.”




    “You have loved un­wise­ly be­fore. You got over those ones. You will for­get this one. I

    will send her away, if that will help you.”




    “I want Mah-​Li. But she won’t have me with­out your per­mis­sion. Dammit, Chi­un, I’m

    giv­ing you what you want. Give me some­thing in re­turn. Give me one good rea­son I can’t be

    with her.”




    “She is with­out fam­ily.”




    “And I have six­teen broth­ers and sis­ters? We al­ready know it’s go­ing to be a small

    wed­ding par­ty.”




    “She has no dowry.”




    “So?”




    “In Sinan­ju, no maid­en may en­ter in­to mar­riage with­out of­fer­ing some­thing to the

    fa­ther of the groom. Cus­tom de­mands that the fa­ther of the bride pro­vide this trib­ute.

    But Mah-​Li has no fam­ily. No dowry. No mar­riage. These rules were made be­fore our

    great-​great-​great-​grand-​an­ces­tors. They are in­vi­olate.” Re­mo jumped to his feet

    an­gri­ly.




    “Oh, great. Be­cause of some horse­shit tra­di­tion, I can’t mar­ry who­ev­er I want? Is

    that it? Is that what you’re telling me, Chi­un?”




    “Tra­di­tion is the foun­da­tion of our house, of our art.”




    “You just want the freak­ing trib­ute. Isn’t that it? You don’t have enough gold in this

    place al­ready?” Chi­un looked shocked.




    “Re­mo,” he squeaked. “There is no such thing as too much gold. Have I not drummed that

    in­to your head?”




    “In­to my head, but not in­to my heart. I want to mar­ry Mah-​Li. You want me as the next

    Mas­ter. That’s my price. Take it or leave it.”




    “We will speak of it an­oth­er time,” said Chi­un, chang­ing the sub­ject. “I have al­ready

    post­poned the in­vest­ment cer­emo­ny. Per­haps you are not ready yet.”




    “That’s your an­swer?”




    “No. That is my thought. I will think more on this mat­ter, but there is first an­oth­er,

    more press­ing.”




    “Not to me,” said Re­mo. “And why didn’t you tell me the sto­ry about Ko­jing and Ko­jong

    be­fore this?”




    “Where did you hear the tale?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    “Mah-​Li told me.”




    “I was sav­ing that tale for the in­vest­ment cer­emo­ny. And now she has ru­ined the

    sur­prise. An­oth­er rea­son not to mar­ry her. She is a car­ri­er of tales. They make

    in­fe­ri­or wives.”




    “No Mah-​Li, no Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. You think about it,” Re­mo said, and walked to­ward the

    door.




    Chi­un called out: “The spy you caught is dead.”




    Re­mo stopped. “So?”




    “I did not kill him. Some­one with a gun en­tered the vil­lage last night and butchered

    him.”




    “Why is it butch­ery when some­one us­es a gun? Dead is dead, isn’t it?”




    “Re­mo!” Chi­un said, shocked. “Sinan­ju does not slaugh­ter. Sinan­ju re­leas­es one from

    life. Is there no end to your in­so­lence?”




    Re­mo shut up.




    “Bet­ter,” said Chi­un. “The one who in­vad­ed Sinan­ju took with him the cas­sette from

    this record­ing ma­chine.”




    “What was on it?”




    “Who knows? You. Me. All of us. Our words. Our se­crets. Em­per­or Smith’s se­crets.”




    “You think some­one’s go­ing to make trou­ble?”




    “I hear a breeze in the dis­tance,” said Chi­un.




    Re­mo cocked his ear to the door. “Sounds qui­et to me.”




    “This is not a breeze that blows through the air, but one which blows through the lives of

    men. It is just a breeze now, but soon it will gath­er force and be­come a wind, and as a wind

    it will grow bold­er still, and it will be a ty­phoon. We must be ready for this ty­phoon,

    Re­mo.”




    “I’m ready for any­thing,” Re­mo said, ro­tat­ing his thick wrists im­pa­tient­ly.




    Chi­un shook his head sad­ly. Re­mo was ob­vi­ous­ly not ready at all. And there was so

    lit­tle time left. Chi­un felt the weight of the fu­ture of Sinan­ju-​a fu­ture that might now

    be smoke-​on his frail shoul­ders.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    No his­to­ry book would ev­er record the su­per­pow­er sum­mit in Helsin­ki, the cap­ital of

    Fin­land. No one knew it took place, ex­cept for the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States and the

    Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary of the So­vi­et Union, and on­ly a hand­ful of very trust­ed aides. And

    of the group on­ly the two world lead­ers knew what was dis­cussed.




    “A sum­mit?” the Pres­ident’s chief of staff said. “To­mor­row?”




    The Pres­ident had just got­ten off the hot line. The So­vi­et Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary had

    called un­ex­pect­ed­ly, of­fer­ing to meet se­cret­ly on a mat­ter of crit­ical

    in­ter­na­tion­al con­cern.




    The Pres­ident had ac­cept­ed. He had not want­ed to, but he knew from the brief

    con­ver­sa­tion that he had no choice.




    “I’m go­ing,” the Pres­ident said firm­ly.




    “Im­pos­si­ble, sir,” the chief of staff stat­ed. “We have no prepa­ra­tion time.”




    “We’re go­ing,” the Pres­ident re­peat­ed.




    The chief of staff saw the cold anger in the Pres­ident’s eye. “Very well, Mr. Pres­ident.

    If you’ll kind­ly in­form me of the agen­da of mat­ters to be dis­cussed.”




    “That’s clas­si­fied,” was the tight-​lipped re­ply.




    The chief of staff al­most choked on the jel­ly bean the Pres­ident had hand­ed him.




    “Clas­si­fied? I’m chief of staff. Noth­ing is clas­si­fied from me.”




    “Now you know dif­fer­ent. Let’s get go­ing on this.”




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” the chief of staff said, won­der­ing how the Pres­ident was go­ing to

    hold a meet­ing with the Rus­sian lead­er so that no one, in­clud­ing the press, knew about

    it.




    He found out that af­ter­noon when the Pres­ident’s per­son­al press sec­re­tary an­nounced

    that the Pres­ident was, on the ad­vice of his doc­tor, tak­ing a week’s va­ca­tion at his

    Cal­ifor­nia ranch.




    The White House press corps im­me­di­ate­ly de­scend­ed up­on the top­ic of the Pres­ident’s

    health. In­stead of is­su­ing the usu­al de­nials, the press sec­re­tary gave a tight-​lipped

    “No com­ment.”




    The press sec­re­tary walked away from the White House brief­ing room try­ing to con­ceal a

    sat­is­fied smile. By tonight, the White House press corps would be en­camped out­side the

    perime­ter fence of the Pres­ident’s Cal­ifor­nia com­pound, try­ing to shoot tele­pho­to

    pic­tures through the win­dows, which, if they hadn’t been the press and the Pres­ident a

    pub­lic fig­ure, would have got­ten them all ar­rest­ed on Peep­ing Tom charges.




    When Air Force One left An­drews Air Force Base that evening, it vec­tored west as the

    net­work cam­eras record­ed its take­off. What the cam­eras did not record was Air Force One

    set­ting down in a small mil­itary air base and suf­fer­ing a hasty make­up job. The

    pres­iden­tial seal was paint­ed over, and the plane’s se­ri­al num­bers changed. A quick

    ap­pli­ca­tion of enam­el spray paint changed the air­craft’s pa­tri­ot­ic trim.




    When Air Force One was again air­borne, it was a car­go plane. It flew east, out over the

    At­lantic on a head­ing for Scan­di­navia.




    In So­vi­et Rus­sia, no such sub­terfuge was re­quired. The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary or­dered

    his of­fi­cial TU-134 air­craft read­ied for a flight to Gene­va. His aides were not in­formed

    of the rea­sons. There didn’t have to be any.




    The next morn­ing, the So­vi­et plane de­scend­ed on the air­port in Helsin­ki. The fresh­ly

    paint­ed car­go plane car­ry­ing the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was al­ready sit­ting on

    a run­way that was closed, os­ten­si­bly for re­pairs.




    The So­vi­et Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary sent a rep­re­sen­ta­tive to the dis­guised Air Force

    One. The Pres­ident at first re­fused an in­vi­ta­tion to board the So­vi­et plane.




    “Let him come to me,” the Pres­ident said through his chief of staff.




    But the So­vi­et lead­er was in­sis­tent. As lead­er of a great pow­er, he could not be

    ex­pect­ed to en­ter a low­ly car­go plane of du­bi­ous reg­istry, even in se­cret. “They have

    us there,” the chief of staff groaned.




    “Very well,” the Pres­ident said. “I’m on my way.”




    “We’re on our way,” the chief of staff cor­rect­ed. The Pres­ident fixed his chief of staff

    with a bale­ful glare. “You stay here and make fresh cof­fee. Strong. Black. I have a feel­ing

    I’m go­ing to need it when this is over.”




    The So­vi­et Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary greet­ed the Unit­ed States Pres­ident in a sound­proof

    cab­in in the rear of his per­son­al jet.




    They shook hands for­mal­ly and sat. The cab­in smelled of the Rus­sian’s musky cologne.

    There was a small TV and video ma­chine on a table­top. The Pres­ident no­ticed it

    sub­con­scious­ly, no idea of its crit­ical im­por­tance touch­ing his thoughts.




    “I am pleased you could meet me on such short no­tice,” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary said. He

    smiled ex­pan­sive­ly. The Pres­ident hat­ed it when he smiled like that. It was the same

    shit-​eat­ing grin he had flashed at Ice­land.




    “What’s on your mind?” the Pres­ident asked. He was in no mood for small talk, even if this

    was the first time the two lead­ers had met since the Rus­sian, in his con­tin­uing quest to

    ap­pear more West­ern, had gone to the trou­ble to learn En­glish.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary shrugged as if to say: I just want to keep this friend­ly. But he

    said: “I will get to the point. As I hint­ed over the phone, I know all about CURE.”




    “Cure?” the Pres­ident asked, try­ing to sound calm. “The cure for what?”




    “I mean CURE, as in all cap­ital let­ters, CURE. The se­cret Amer­ican agen­cy whose

    ex­is­tence demon­strates that the U.S. Con­sti­tu­tion is a sham, a piece of po­lit­ical

    fic­tion.”




    The Pres­ident knew it was all over, but he de­cid­ed to play the hand out.




    “Knowl­edge is not proof,” he said point­ed­ly.




    “No,” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary ad­mit­ted, tap­ping the Play switch on the video recorder.

    “But proof is proof. Al­low me to en­ter­tain you with this. It was filmed in the Peo­ple’s

    Demo­crat­ic Re­pub­lic of Ko­rea.” And when the Pres­ident looked per­plexed, he added: “North

    Ko­rea. More specif­ical­ly, in the mod­est fish­ing vil­lage known as Sinan­ju. I be­lieve you

    have heard of it.” There was that grin again.




    The video screen came to life. And there was the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The Pres­ident

    rec­og­nized him. Chi­un had per­son­al­ly guard­ed the oval of­fice dur­ing a re­cent threat

    to the Pres­ident’s life. It was im­pos­si­ble to for­get Chi­un.




    Chi­un spoke in Ko­re­an, and at first the Pres­ident was re­lieved. No mat­ter what

    se­crets Chi­un spilled in Ko­re­an, they would have less im­pact shown over U.S. tele­vi­sion,

    even with sub­ti­tles.




    But then an Amer­ican ap­peared be­side Chi­un. The Pres­ident knew he must be Re­mo, CURE’s

    en­force­ment arm. As Chi­un spoke to a crowd ofvil­lagers, Re­mo in­ter­posed com­ments, some

    in Ko­re­an, but oth­ers in En­glish. Re­mo had to ask Chi­un for the prop­er Ko­re­an words

    for “Con­sti­tu­tion.”




    “Here is a com­plete tran­script of what they are say­ing.”




    The Pres­ident took it word­less­ly and glanced at the first few pages. It was all there.

    Amer­ica’s great­est se­cu­ri­ty se­cret, and it had been hand­ed to him by the So­vi­et

    Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary.




    “We know all about it,” said the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary. “About Mas­ter Chi­un, Re­mo, and

    Em­per­or Smith.”




    “If you call him em­per­or, you can’t know it all.”




    “We know enough.”




    And the Pres­ident agreed. Look­ing up from the tran­script, he had deep pain in his

    eyes.




    “What do you want?”




    “It is sim­ple. It is fair. For more than a decade, Amer­ica has had a se­cret weapon to

    han­dle its do­mes­tic af­fairs.”




    “That is our right,” the Pres­ident bris­tled.




    “I will not dis­agree with you. The ques­tion of the il­le­gal­ities of this en­force­ment

    arm of yours is your po­lit­ical prob­lem. We in Rus­sia have had sim­ilar ar­range­ments in

    the past, our KGB, and be­fore that the Che­ka. But my coun­try is con­cerned over the use of

    this CURE ap­pa­ra­tus in in­ter­na­tion­al af­fairs.”




    “Specif­ical­ly?”




    “Specif­ical­ly, we do not know. We have no proof yet that your CURE has op­er­at­ed on our

    soil. But there have been many strange in­ci­dents among agents of our for­eign ser­vice.

    Projects mys­te­ri­ous­ly aban­doned. Agents killed in odd ways. Oth­ers who dis­ap­peared. We

    have nev­er been able to ac­count for these fail­ures. I will not ask you about them now. Most

    took place pri­or to my regime, and they be­long to the past.”




    “What do you want?” the Pres­ident re­peat­ed.




    “Be­fore I place my de­mands be­fore you, let me point out to you that you have been

    em­ploy­ing an agent-​I re­fer to the il­lus­tri­ous Mas­ter of’ Sinan­ju-​who comes from our

    sphere of in­flu­ence. You have made nu­mer­ous se­cret sub­ma­rine land­ings-​ac­cord­ing to

    this tape and an­oth­er in our pos­ses­sion-​in North Ko­re­an wa­ters. Com­mu­nist

    wa­ters.”




    “No com­ment.”




    “Good. You un­der­stand the po­lit­ical dam­age of that rev­ela­tion alone and apart from

    the busi­ness of CURE. Then un­der­stand I am on­ly ask­ing for what right­ful­ly be­longs to

    Moth­er Rus­sia.”




    “Be­longs-!”




    “We want the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. We want CURE erased from ex­is­tence. And we want this

    Re­mo per­son.”




    “So you can med­dle in in­ter­na­tion­al af­fairs? This is black­mail.”




    “No. We mere­ly want an ad­van­tage that Amer­ica has en­joyed in se­cret for many years.

    Now it is Rus­sia’s turn.”




    “Black­mail.”




    “Such a harsh word. I pre­fer to call it par­ity.”




    “Re­mo is a pa­tri­ot. He won’t work for you. And I can’t turn him over to you. That would

    be a deed more po­lit­ical­ly dam­ag­ing than if the world sees that tape.”




    The Pre­mier con­sid­ered.




    “Aban­don CURE. Give us the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. And let us ne­go­ti­ate with this Re­mo. If

    he turns us down, what would you do with him?”




    “Re­mo would have to die.”




    “So let it be that way. Our mu­tu­al prob­lem is solved.”




    “I can’t turn CURE over to you. It would be a knife at Amer­ica’s throat.”




    “I un­der­stand your fear. Let me quell it. I do not want the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to

    en­force our po­lit­ical will in your hemi­sphere. I wish to use him as you have, to make our

    sys­tem of gov­ern­ment work in spite of its flaws. Crime is grow­ing in Rus­sia.

    Drunk­en­ness, lax­ity in the work force. These are Rus­sia’s deep­est ills. You know that I

    have been try­ing to solve them.”




    “Yes, I know.”




    “Then you can sym­pa­thize with my plight. The plight of Moth­er Rus­sia. We want a dose of

    your CURE, too.”




    The Pres­ident’s mind worked fu­ri­ous­ly. He wished he had his ad­vis­ers here now. But if

    he did, they would have to die af­ter ad­vis­ing him. He was all alone in this one.




    Fi­nal­ly he said, “I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.”




    “Not ex­act­ly. If you’d like I could draw up a treaty as­sur­ing you that Rus­sia would not

    em­ploy the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju out­side of the so-​called So­vi­et bloc for a grace pe­ri­od

    of, say twen­ty-​five years. Sure­ly that is a greater pe­ri­od than the lifes­pan of the

    cur­rent Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “Who would draw up the treaty? You? Me? We can’t trust any­one else with the

    knowl­edge.”




    “I see your point,” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary said. “Then let us trust to a hand­shake.”




    “I have no choice,” the Pres­ident said stiffly, ris­ing to his feet. “I will is­sue the

    di­rec­tive to dis­band CURE im­me­di­ate­ly. Give me a day to work out the de­tails. The rest

    is up to you.”




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary shook the Pres­ident’s hand warm­ly, and grinned.




    “And our rep­re­sen­ta­tive will ap­proach the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju about new em­ploy­ment.

    As they say in your coun­try, it is a plea­sure do­ing busi­ness with you.”




    The Pres­ident mum­bled some­thing un­der his breath that the Rus­sian lead­er took to be

    some in­for­mal ac­knowl­edg­ment, and he nod­ded even as he made a men­tal note to ask his

    of­fi­cial En­glish tu­tor the mean­ing of the col­lo­qui­al Amer­ican phrase “Up yours.”




    In Rye, New York, Dr. Harold W. Smith was hav­ing an or­di­nary day. The sun shone through

    the big one-​way win­dows. Out­side it was pleas­ant­ly warm for this late in the fall and

    there were boaters on Long Is­land Sound.




    His sec­re­tary, Eileen Mikul­ka, a bo­somy mid­dle-​aged wom­an wear­ing bi­fo­cals, had

    just dropped off the pre­lim­inary bud­get sheets for Fol­croft’s next quar­ter.




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




    “Yes, Dr. Smith,” Mrs. Mikul­ka said crisply. At the door, she turned to add, “Oh, I spoke

    with the elec­tri­cal con­trac­tor this morn­ing.”




    “Um-​hum,” Smith said ab­sent­ly, im­mersed in the bud­get forms.




    “They’ll be here to­mor­row to look at the back­up gen­er­ator.”




    “Fine. Thank you.”




    “You’re wel­come, Dr. Smith,” Mrs. Mikul­ka said, clos­ing the door. She won­dered if her

    em­ploy­er had un­der­stood any of what she had said. That man could get so ab­sorbed in his

    columns of fig­ures. Well, she would re­mind him again to­mor­row.




    It was an or­di­nary day. Which in the life of Harold W. Smith meant an ex­traor­di­nary

    day. His ear­ly-​morn­ing scan of in­com­ing CURE-​re­lat­ed da­ta had re­vealed on­ly up­dates

    of on­go­ing sit­ua­tions. No ac­tion was re­quired on any of them. And so Dr. Harold W. Smith

    was spend­ing his day ac­tu­al­ly work­ing on Fol­croft af­fairs-​some­thing he usu­al­ly

    del­egat­ed to his sec­re­tary.




    He did not ex­pect the phone call from the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. And he did not

    ex­pect this par­tic­ular call.




    Smith let the di­rect line to the White House ring sev­er­al times be­fore an­swer­ing. He

    did not do this out of self-​im­por­tance, but to em­pha­size the true na­ture of CURE’s

    un­writ­ten char­ter. The Pres­ident who had orig­inal­ly set up CURE had been aware of the

    pos­si­bil­ity of abuse of the enor­mous pow­er of the or­ga­ni­za­tion. Not by Smith-​who was

    con­sid­ered too pa­tri­ot­ic and, more im­por­tant, too unimag­ina­tive to im­ple­ment a

    pow­er grab-​but by a fu­ture Pres­ident. Thus, Dr. Harold W. Smith was en­tire­ly au­tonomous.

    The Pres­ident could not or­der CURE in­to ac­tion. He was lim­it­ed to three op­tions:

    im­part­ing in­for­ma­tion on de­vel­op­ing sit­ua­tions; sug­gest­ing spe­cif­ic mis­sions;

    and-​and here, the check-​and-​bal­ance sys­tem re­versed it­self-​he could or­der CURE to

    dis­band.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith picked up the tele­phone on the fifth ring, as­sum­ing the Pres­ident

    was call­ing to in­voke one of the first two op­tions.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said cool­ly. He nev­er let him­self be­come friend­ly with any

    of the Pres­idents un­der which he served. He re­fused to vote for the same rea­son.




    “I’m sor­ry to have to do this, Dr. Smith,” said the fa­mil­iar gar­ru­lous tones, now

    strange­ly sub­dued.




    “Mr. Pres­ident?”




    “I here­by di­rect you to dis­band your or­ga­ni­za­tion. Ef­fec­tive im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “Mr. Pres­ident,” said Smith, be­tray­ing sur­prise in spite of him­self, “I know Amer­ica

    is edg­ing clos­er to no longer need­ing this or­ga­ni­za­tion, but don’t you think this is

    pre­cip­itous?”




    “I have no choice.”




    “Sir?”




    “We’ve been com­pro­mised. The So­vi­ets know all about us.”




    “I can as­sure you there’s been no leak from this end,” Smith said stiffly. It was typ­ical

    of him that he thought first of his rep­uta­tion, and not of the more per­son­al con­se­quences

    of the pres­iden­tial or­der.




    “I know. I have just met with the So­vi­et Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary. The bas­tard hand­ed me a

    video­tape of your peo­ple. They spilled their guts to the cam­era.”




    “Re­mo and Chi­un? They’re in Sinan­ju.”




    “Ac­cord­ing to what the tran­script of the tapes says-​and I don’t dare ver­ify it for

    ob­vi­ous rea­sons-​Re­mo has gone over to the oth­er side.”




    “To the Rus­sians? I can’t be­lieve that.”




    “No, not to the Rus­sians. He’s de­fect­ed to North Ko­rea. He’s agreed to work for his

    teach­er’s vil­lage. It’s on the damned tape.”




    “I see,” said Smith. But he didn’t see. Re­mo was an Amer­ican. Had Chi­un drummed Sinan­ju

    in­to him un­til he was no longer him­self?




    “The So­vi­ets want them both. That’s their price for si­lence.”




    “We can’t give them Re­mo and Chi­un.”




    “We can’t not. As dan­ger­ous as those two are in the wrong hands, we can’t ad­mit that our

    sys­tem of gov­ern­ment doesn’t work. That’s why your or­ga­ni­za­tion was start­ed, isn’t it?”

    The Pres­ident’s tone soft­ened. “You did your job ad­mirably, Smith, and I’m sor­ry. But we’re

    go­ing to cut our loss­es on this one.”




    “Re­mo would nev­er agree to work with the So­vi­ets. He’s a pa­tri­ot. That’s one of the

    rea­sons he was se­lect­ed for this.”




    “That’s the Rus­sian’s prob­lem. They want to ne­go­ti­ate with Chi­un them­selves. They

    want Re­mo dead. They want CURE dis­band­ed.”




    “There’s a prob­lem with that,” said Smith.




    “There bet­ter not be,” said the Pres­ident hot­ly. “I’m giv­ing you a di­rect or­der.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is in ill health. That’s why he’s gone back to Sinan­ju. Re­mo

    thinks he might be dy­ing.”




    “Then the joke is on the So­vi­ets. We may come out even on this one in the end.”




    “Some of us, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said.




    “Uh, yes. Sor­ry, Smith. I didn’t cre­ate this sit­ua­tion.”




    “I will leave for Sinan­ju im­me­di­ate­ly to ter­mi­nate our con­tract with Sinan­ju.”




    “I’ll in­form the So­vi­ets that they can go in­to Sinan­ju at sun­set to­mor­row. The rest

    will be up to them.”




    “Good-​bye, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “Good-​bye, Smith. I’m sor­ry it had to end in my ad­min­is­tra­tion. Your coun­try may

    nev­er know your name, but I will re­mem­ber your ser­vice as long as I live.”




    “Thank you, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Dr. Harold W. Smith, and hung up the di­rect line to the

    White House for the fi­nal time. He up­end­ed the phone and, with, a dime, un­screwed a plate

    to re­veal a tiny switch. He pressed it. In­stant­ly the phone went dead. There was no longer a

    line to Wash­ing­ton, nor any trace that one had ev­er ex­ist­ed. Just a tele­phone with no

    di­al and melt­ed cir­cuit­ry.




    Smith took a spe­cial brief­case from a locked cab­inet and went in­to the out­er

    of­fice.




    “I’m leav­ing ear­ly, Mrs. Mikul­ka,” he said.




    “Yes, Dr. Smith. Have a good day.”




    Smith hes­itat­ed.




    “Dr. Smith?”




    Smith cleared his throat. “Please file those bud­get re­ports I left on my desk,” he said

    hasti­ly. And then he ducked out the door. He was nev­er any good at good-​byes.




    Smith drove to his house, his brief­case open on the seat be­side him. It con­tained a

    mi­ni-​com­put­er, tele­phone hookup, and mo­dem, which linked with the Fol­croft com­put­er

    net. Smith is­sued the or­ders that would set in mo­tion the com­pli­cat­ed re­lay of

    trans­porta­tion nec­es­sary to get him to Sinan­ju. He won­dered what it would be like. He had

    heard so many sto­ries.




    As he drove, Smith no­ticed the beau­ty of the turn­ing leaves. The scar­lets of the

    poplars, and yel­lows of the oaks, the burnt or­anges of the maples. They were beau­ti­ful.

    Strange that he had not no­ticed them be­fore. He in­stant­ly re­gret­ted that he would nev­er

    look up­on them again.




    “Harold?” said Mrs. Smith, sur­prised to find her hus­band in the up­stairs bed­room,

    pack­ing. “I didn’t know you were home.”




    Smith felt a pain stab at his heart. He had sneaked in, hop­ing to avoid his wife. He hadn’t

    want­ed to face say­ing good-​bye to her, ei­ther. He was afraid it would cloud his

    re­solve.




    “I’m in a rush, dear. Late for an ap­point­ment.” He did not look up from his pack­ing.




    Maude Smith saw the old fa­mil­iar bulge of a shoul­der hol­ster un­der Harold Smith’s gray

    jack­et, and the tight, drawn look that her hus­band had worn so many years be­fore. But

    sel­dom these days.




    “Tell me Harold.”




    “Dear?”




    “The gun. The look on your face. It’s like the old days. Be­fore Fol­croft.”




    “An old habit,” Smith said, pat­ting the spot un­der his armpit. “I al­ways car­ry it

    dur­ing busi­ness trips. Mug­gers, you know.”




    Maude Smith sat on the neat­ly made bed and touched her hus­band’s arm light­ly.




    “I know all about it, dear. You don’t have to hide it from me.”




    And Smith swal­lowed the acid that rose in his throat.




    “For how long?” he asked hoarse­ly, avoid­ing her eye, try­ing to fin­ish pack­ing. But his

    hands trem­bled.




    “I don’t know. I’ve al­ways sus­pect­ed it. A man like you doesn’t re­tire from

    in­tel­li­gence work. We went through too many years to­geth­er for me not to know the

    signs.”




    Smith thought back to his OSS days, search­ing his mind for the most pain­less method of

    death he could ad­min­is­ter.




    “I nev­er dreamed you knew,” Smith said, look­ing stoni­ly ahead.




    “I didn’t want you to wor­ry about my know­ing, sil­ly.”




    “Of course not,” Smith said hol­low­ly.




    “Don’t look so pained, dear. I’ve nev­er men­tioned to any­one that you were still with the

    CIA.”




    “CIA?” asked Smith in a blank voice.




    “Yes. Your re­tire­ment was a ruse, wasn’t it?” Smith rose from his pack­ing. He sucked down

    a climb­ing sob. Tears of re­lief came, the first he could re­mem­ber cry­ing in decades.




    “Yes, dear,” said Dr. Harold W. Smith, grate­ful that he would not have to kill his wife to

    pro­tect his coun­try. “My re­tire­ment was a ruse. Con­grat­ula­tions on guess­ing the

    truth.”




    Maude Smith stood up and gave her hus­band a moth­er­ly peck on the cheek.




    “Vick­ie called to­day. She’s plan­ning on com­ing for the week­end.”




    “How is she?” Smith asked.




    “Just fine. She asks about you con­stant­ly.”




    “She’s a won­der­ful daugh­ter,” Smith said, wish­ing he could see her one more time be­fore

    he went. “Will you be back in time?”




    “I doubt it,” Smith said qui­et­ly.




    And Mrs. Smith read more in­to that qui­et state­ment than her hus­band would have dreamed.

    “Harold?” she asked ten­ta­tive­ly.




    “Yes?”




    “Are you in a ter­ri­ble rush?”




    “Very.”




    “Can you spare just a few min­utes for me? For us?”




    And Smith saw that her chin trem­bled, just as it had on their wed­ding night, so many years

    ago.




    He took off his jack­et and held her in his arms. “I’ve al­ways loved you,” she said.

    “Ev­ery minute of ev­ery day.”




    He could on­ly re­spond, “I know,” and hold her tighter.




    In San Diego, Cap­tain Lee En­right Leahy was din­ing on pork chops and baked pota­toes when

    a lieu­tenant strode in­to the base of­fi­cers’ mess and of­fered him a salute and a pack­et of

    sealed or­ders.




    Cap­tain Leahy thought he was hav­ing an at­tack of de­ja vu when he read those or­ders in

    the pri­va­cy of his quar­ters. The or­ders were to pre­pare to re­turn to Sinan­ju.

    To­day.




    Cap­tain Leahy picked up the phone and did some­thing that should have got­ten him

    court-​mar­tialed. He called the ad­mi­ral to protest top-​se­cret or­ders.




    The ad­mi­ral said, “I have no idea what or­ders you are talk­ing about.”




    “Thank you very much for your co­op­er­ation, sir!” barked Cap­tain Lee En­right Leahy,

    sound­ing very much like an an­gry An­napo­lis cadet giv­en ex­tra crap. King du­ty. He thought

    the ad­mi­ral was ob­serv­ing prop­er pro­to­col by deny­ing knowl­edge of the or­ders he had

    signed.




    What Cap­tain Lee En­right Leahy did not know, and nev­er sus­pect­ed, was that the

    ad­mi­ral re­al­ly didn’t know any­thing about the or­der to re­turn to Sinan­ju. Or any

    pre­vi­ous Sinan­ju mis­sion, al­though his sig­na­ture had ap­peared on them all. He was as

    much in the dark as any­one.




    Ex­cept Dr. Harold W. Smith, who had made it all hap­pen.


  




  

    Chapter 14




    Re­mo stopped be­tween the Horns of Wel­come, high over the rocky Sinan­ju beach. Down a

    shell-​strewn path, he could see the sim­ple shack of Mah-​Li, and he sat on a damp flat rock

    to try to sort out his feel­ings.




    He had known love be­fore. In the days be­fore Sinan­ju, he had loved a girl named Kathy

    Gilhooly. They had been en­gaged but Re­mo’s ar­rest had end­ed that. There was Ru­by

    Gon­za­les, whom Re­mo wasn’t sure if he ev­er loved, but they had been friends. Ru­by was the

    on­ly oth­er per­son ev­er to work for CURE and when she de­cid­ed to quit the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion, she dis­ap­peared. And there had been Jil­da, the Scan­di­na­vian war­rior

    wom­an he had met when he was last in Sinan­ju, dur­ing the so-​called Mas­ter’s Tri­al.

    Re­mo’s com­mit­ment to Sinan­ja had got­ten in the way of their love and she had gone be­fore

    Re­mo learned, too late, that she had been car­ry­ing his child. He won­dered where she was

    now. Had the child been born? Was it a boy or a girl?




    But Re­mo had nev­er felt a pull like the one he felt to­ward Mah-​Li. It was as if she were

    the oth­er half of him, lost and un­sus­pect­ed for all his life. Now that they had found each

    oth­er, even in the tur­moil he felt, she put him at ease.




    It seemed that ev­ery time Re­mo had found some­one im­por­tant, he was cheat­ed by fate.

    Now, it was hap­pen­ing again.




    Re­mo stood on the beach with his hands in his pock­ets, won­der­ing what to do.




    He felt his wal­let, dug it out. It con­tained a sheaf of bills, use­less in Sinan­ju, some

    cred­it cards, a few fake iden­ti­ty cards sup­plied by Smith, all in dif­fer­ent names. He

    looked through them. There was an FBI agent’s card in the name of Re­mo Pel­ham, a pri­vate

    de­tec­tive li­cense in the name of Re­mo Gree­ley, and a fire mar­shal’s card in the name of

    Re­mo Mur­ray.




    “Screw this,” Re­mo said, send­ing the cards skip­ping, one by one, across the Bay of

    Sinan­ju. “From now on I’m just Re­mo Williams.”




    He tore the bills to pieces, shred­ded the leather wal­let, and tossed it in­to the surg­ing

    tide too. There was a bunch of coins in the oth­er pock­et. Re­mo dug them out and start­ed to

    pitch them across the waves one by one. Each coin flew far­ther than the oth­ers.




    Re­mo was down to his last few pieces of change, think­ing that with each toss he was

    rid­ding him­self of an­oth­er piece of his past, when he saw the con­ning tow­er push up from

    the surg­ing surf. And the Amer­ican flag paint­ed on its side.




    “Shit,” said Re­mo, won­der­ing if he should just dis­ap­pear. But when he saw, across the

    miles, Dr. Harold W. Smith emerge top­side and step in­to an in­flat­ing rub­ber raft, he

    in­stead sat down on a rock to wait for him.




    Smith came alone. He wore the in­evitable gray three-​piece suit, and the even more

    in­evitable brief­case lay at his knees. Salt spray wet them both. Re­mo grinned at the ab­surd

    sight.




    Smith let the raft beach it­self be­fore step­ping out. Re­mo went down to meet him.




    “Re­mo,” Smith said, as if they were cowork­ers bump­ing in­to one an­oth­er in an of­fice

    cor­ri­dor.




    “If you’re here to take me back to Amer­ica,” Re­mo said, “you’re too late. If you’re here

    for the fu­ner­al, you’re too ear­ly.




    “Good. I must speak with Chi­un. But first, I must ask you a ques­tion.”




    “Shoot.”




    “Please an­swer truth­ful­ly. Would you con­sid­er work­ing for the So­vi­ets?”




    “No way,” said Re­mo.




    “I’m glad you said that,” said Smith, pulling his au­to­mat­ic.




    Re­mo had sensed the move­ment even be­fore Smith’s brain had giv­en the com­mand to draw.

    Smith’s arm was still in mo­tion when the gun sud­den­ly jumped in­to Re­mo’s hand.




    “Nice try, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “But you know bet­ter.”




    “I had to try,” said Smith un­emo­tion­al­ly.




    “You’ve dis­band­ed the or­ga­ni­za­tion, am I right?” asked Re­mo, pulling the clip from

    the gun and throw­ing the com­po­nents in op­po­site di­rec­tions. “And you don’t need me

    any­more.”




    “The Pres­ident gave the or­der,” Smith said. “The Rus­sians have found out about CURE. We

    have to dis­band.”




    “Fine. Dis­band. Just do it some­place else. I’ve got things on my mind.”




    “I wish to speak with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “I don’t think he wants to talk to you.”




    “I’m afraid I must in­sist.”




    “You have nerve, Smit­ty. First you try to kill me, then you want me to take you to Chi­un,

    fig­ur­ing you can get him to kill me.”




    “Will you take me to him?”




    Re­mo grinned broad­ly. “Sure. My plea­sure.” And he dragged Smith all the way back to

    Sinan­ju, just fast enough that Smith had to run to keep his feet.




    “Guess who came to din­ner, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said, when he en­tered the trea­sure

    house.




    Chlun looked up from his scrolls with tired eyes. He gave a tiny bow of his head. “Em­per­or

    Smith, your pres­ence is wel­come. You are here, of course, to wit­ness the in­vest­ment

    cer­emo­ny.”




    “No,” said Smith, cling­ing to his brief­case. “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, I must speak to you …

    alone.”




    “For­get it, Smit­ty. He won’t kill me. I’m head of the vil­lage now.”




    Chi­un stared at Smith with im­pas­sive eyes.




    “I have no se­crets from Re­mo. Al­though it can­not be said that he has no se­crets from

    me.”




    “Very well, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. First let me re­mind you of your con­tract with the Unit­ed

    States, specif­ical­ly clause thir­ty-​three, para­graph one.”




    “I re­mem­ber that clause,” said Chi­un. “A wor­thy clause. Per­haps out­dat­ed, but

    suf­fi­cient for its time.”




    “The cher­ry blos­soms are in bloom,” said Smith, giv­ing the agreed-​up­on code word for

    Chlun to kill Re­mo. It had been part of their agree­ment.




    “I am old and fail­ing in vig­or,” said Chi­un. “I do not be­lieve I un­der­stood your

    words.”




    “I said, ‘The cher­ry blos­soms are in bloom,’ ” re­peat­ed Smith in a loud­er voice.




    “Ah,” said Chi­un. “I un­der­stand now. You wish me to elim­inate Re­mo, as per our

    agree­ment. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, I can­not do that. Re­mo is about to be­come the reign­ing

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju-“




    “Maybe,” added Re­mo. “If we can work out the de­tails.”




    “-and it is for­bid­den for one Mas­ter to kill an­oth­er,” fin­ished Chi­un.




    “But Re­mo isn’t reign­ing Mas­ter yet,” in­sist­ed Smith.




    “True,” said Chi­un, his fin­ger­nails flut­ter­ing in the air. “But he has agreed to

    sup­port my vil­lage. That makes him of my vil­lage, and Mas­ters are for­bid­den to harm

    fel­low vil­lagers. I am sor­ry, but the Re­mo you gave me to train no longer ex­ists. In his

    place stands this Re­mo, who is no longer the flab­by meat-​eater of our first meet­ing, but

    one in Sinan­ju. I can­not kill him.”




    “See?” Re­mo said smug­ly. “I told you.”




    “If there is some­one else you would like me to kill, I will be glad to con­sid­er it,” said

    Chi­un.




    “I see,” said Smith. “Very well. I must tell you that the Rus­sians have dis­cov­ered my

    op­er­ation.”




    “Good for them,” said Chi­un, re­turn­ing to his scrolls.




    “The or­ga­ni­za­tion is to be dis­band­ed. We’ve agreed to turn you and Re­mo over to the

    So­vi­ets in re­turn for their si­lence.”




    Chi­un paused, and care­ful­ly placed his goose quill back in its ink­stone.




    “Mas­ters of Sinan­ju are not slaves,” he said grave­ly. “To be bartered like chat­tel.”




    “The So­vi­ets will be here by sun­set to take con­trol of the vil­lage.”




    “You sold us out!” yelled Re­mo. “You sold me out! You sold my vil­lage out!”




    And Chi­un smiled at that last.




    “We had no choice,” Smith said im­per­turbably.




    “We’ll fight,” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un held up a com­mand­ing hand.




    “Hold!” he said. “Em­per­or Smith, am I to un­der­stand that you have sold our con­tract to

    the Rus­sian bear?”




    “Ah, I don’t … If you put it that way, yes.”




    “The con­tract of the House of Smith,” said Chi­un solemn­ly, “binds my house to do your

    bid­ding. To do what you wish, there must be a for­mal sign­ing over of the con­tract. Are you

    pre­pared to do this?”




    “Yes,” said Smith.




    “Chi­un, what are you say­ing? We can’t work for the Rus­sians.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “You can­not work for the Rus­sians. You must stay here and take my

    place. I must go to Rus­sia and ful­fill my last con­tract. It is my du­ty.”




    “I thought you said we were through with Smith.”




    “We are,”‘ said Chi­un bland­ly. “Has not Em­per­or Smith him­self just pro­claimed it

    so?”




    “That’s right. I did,” said Smith.




    “You keep out of this,” Re­mo snapped.




    “But Em­per­or Smith’s con­tract is still in force. I can­not die with an un­ful­filled

    con­tract in my name. My an­ces­tors, when I meet them in the Void, would shun me for

    eter­ni­ty.”




    “I can’t be­lieve you’re say­ing this, both of you,” Re­mo cried.




    Chi­un clapped his hands im­pe­ri­ous­ly.




    “I grow weary. Leave me, both of you. We will as­sem­ble in the square when the Rus­sians

    ar­rive. For now, I am an old man and I wish to en­joy in rel­ative peace my fi­nal mo­ments in

    the house of my an­ces­tors.”




    “Come on, Smit­ty,” Re­mo growled. And Re­mo yanked Smith out the door.




    “Don’t think bad­ly of me, Re­mo,” Smith said when they were out­side. “We all un­der­stood

    it might come to this when we joined CURE.”




    “I didn’t join, re­mem­ber? I was hi­jacked.”




    “Uh, yes,” said Smith un­com­fort­ably.




    “Things were bad enough un­til you came along,” Re­mo com­plained. “Couldn’t you let him die

    in peace?”




    “You know the po­si­tion I’m in,” said Smith, drop­ping to his knees. He opened his

    brief­case. “You once be­lieved in Amer­ica.”




    “I still do,” Re­mo said. “But things are dif­fer­ent. I’ve found what I’ve been look­ing

    for here. What are you do­ing?”




    “Tak­ing care of un­fin­ished busi­ness,” said Smith, boot­ing up the mi­ni-​com­put­er.

    When the screen was il­lu­mi­nat­ed, he keyed in a se­quence of num­bers and hooked the phone

    in­to the mo­dem.




    Re­mo watched as the words “AC­CESS CODE RE­QUIRED” filled the screen.




    In the space be­low, Smith typed the code word “IR­MA.”




    The words “AC­CESS DE­NIED” ap­peared on the screen.




    “You goofed,” said Re­mo. “You must be slip­ping.”




    “No,” said Smith. “I de­lib­er­ate­ly used the wrong code. I just erased our sec­ondary

    com­put­er files on St. Mar­tin.”




    “You’re re­al­ly go­ing through with it,” Re­mo said. Smith keyed in an­oth­er num­ber

    se­quence. Again the words “AC­CESS CODE RE­QUIRED” ap­peared.




    This time Smith typed in the name “MAUDE.”




    “AC­CESS DE­NIED,” the screen said.




    “Fol­croft?” asked Re­mo.




    Smith stood up, lock­ing the brief­case. “I’m afraid so.”




    “Just like that?”




    “Part of the safe­ty sys­tem,” said Smith. “In these days of tap­ping in­to com­put­er

    records by phone, I had to come up with a fail-​safe tam­per­proof sys­tem. CURE records can

    on­ly be ac­cessed by a code word. Any­one en­ter­ing the wrong code word-​any code word-​would

    au­to­mat­ical­ly throw the sys­tem off line. Just now I used the code words des­ig­nat­ed to

    erase the files per­ma­nent­ly.”




    “Your wife’s name and her nick­name,” said Re­mo. “Wasn’t that risky? Sup­pose some­one else

    had used them?”




    “That was the idea. It’s com­mon to use a wife’s name as an ac­cess code. Any­one who knew

    those two names would ob­vi­ous­ly know about me. That kind of unau­tho­rized knowl­edge by

    it­self would sig­nal that we were com­pro­mised, and file era­sure would be just a pre­lude to

    dis­band­ing.”




    “Well, that’s that,” said Re­mo.




    “Not re­al­ly,” Smith said grim­ly. “I was sup­posed to be erased with them.”




    In Rye, New York, in the base­ment of Fol­croft San­itar­ium, the com­put­er banks

    con­tain­ing ev­ery par­ti­cle of da­ta be­long­ing to CURE, the gov­ern­ment agen­cy that

    of­fi­cial­ly did not ex­ist, and now no longer ex­ist­ed un­of­fi­cial­ly, re­ceived the

    mi­crowaved trans­mis­sion from Sinan­ju and ini­ti­at­ed the code re­quest se­quence.




    There was a pause while the ac­cess-​code re­quest was sent back to Sinan­ju. The

    com­put­ers hummed soft­ly, await­ing the prop­er code word. Or the im­prop­er one, which would

    strip their mem­ory banks of all da­ta. File tapes twitched in quar­ter cy­cles. Lights

    blinked. The com­put­ers wait­ed.




    Then the lights went out.




    “Oh my good­ness,” said Mrs. Mikul­ka, who was at her desk sev­er­al floors above.




    Then she re­mem­bered. The elec­tri­cal con­trac­tor. She took the stairs to the base­ment

    be­cause the el­eva­tors were in­op­er­able.




    She found the con­trac­tor ex­am­in­ing the back­up gen­er­ator in the dark with a

    flash­light.




    “What hap­pened?” Mrs. Mikul­ka de­mand­ed.




    “Sor­ry about this, la­dy. I tried switch­ing from the mains to this ba­by and-​boom!-she

    blew. Com­plete­ly. This is go­ing to take a few days to fix now.”




    “Dr. Smith will be fu­ri­ous,” said Mrs. Mikul­ka.




    “Can’t help it. This unit is pret­ty worn out. Can’t fig­ure out why. It’s sup­posed to be

    for back­up on­ly. Am I right?”




    “That’s right.”




    “Well, you must have bought this ba­by used. It’s worn down to noth­ing.”




    “Nev­er mind,” said Mrs. Mikul­ka. “What about our pow­er? We have pa­tients.”




    “No prob­lem. Give me a minute to throw the cir­cuit break­ers on the mains.”




    Mrs. Mikul­ka felt her way back up the stairs, won­der­ing what she would tell Dr. Smith

    when he re­turned.




    Then the lights came back on.




    Be­hind a con­crete wall in the base­ment, not far from the faulty gen­er­ator, a se­cret

    bank of com­put­ers re­sumed their op­er­ation, await­ing trans­mis­sion of the CURE ac­cess

    code.




    When, af­ter sev­er­al min­utes, no sig­nal was re­ceived, the com­put­ers re­sumed nor­mal

    op­er­ations, search­ing na­tion­wide da­ta links for signs of po­ten­tial crim­inal

    ac­tiv­ity, as they had for over twen­ty years of con­tin­uous op­er­ation.


  




  

    Chapter 15




    The Rus­sians ar­rived ex­act­ly at sun­set. Five Chai­ka au­to­mo­biles led by a Zil

    limou­sine pulled to a halt at the edge of the vil­lage of Sinan­ju. The peo­ple of the

    vil­lage, see­ing uni­formed men bristling with weapons emerge from the cars, scat­tered to

    their huts in fear.




    Re­mo saw the Rus­sians com­ing down the rocks, one in KGB green, the rest in black

    uni­forms like none he had ev­er seen be­fore. He ran to the trea­sure house and burst in.




    “Chi­un. I’m not let­ting this hap­pen,” Re­mo said. Chi­un hand­ed a fresh­ly-​rolled

    scroll to the care­tak­er, Pullyang, and waved for him to leave.




    “You do not have to let any­thing hap­pen, ego­tis­ti­cal one,” he said qui­et­ly. “It is

    hap­pen­ing with­out you.”




    “We’ll fight them, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    Chi­un shook his head weari­ly. “I can­not fight them.”




    “Then I’ll do the fight­ing. There’s on­ly about a dozen of them. Piece of cake.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “You could eas­ily best the dozen. But what about the next dozen? And

    the two dozen who will show up at my vil­lage when the oth­ers do not re­turn? And the le­gions

    who will sure­ly fol­low. We are safe from the dogs at Py­ongyang, but they are vas­sals to the

    Rus­sian bear. The bear will keep com­ing un­til he has filled his stom­ach. No mat­ter how

    many Rus­sian corpses we pile in the vil­lage square to show our might, in the end my vil­lage

    will be lost.” Chi­un shook his head sad­ly. “No. This way is bet­ter.”




    “Bull!” said Re­mo.




    “Once be­fore, a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was in ser­vice to an em­per­or, and when that

    em­per­or lost a war, his goods be­came the prop­er­ty of the con­quer­ing em­per­or. This

    calami­ty would not have hap­pened had not the Mas­ter of that time, whose name was Tipi, been

    away at a cru­cial time. Have I told you that tale, Re­mo?”




    “Screw the sto­ry. If I’m stuck in Sinan­ju, you’re stay­ing here,too.”




    “You have made up your mind?”




    Re­mo fold­ed his arms across his chest. “Def­inite­ly.”




    “Very well. Then bring me the sword of Sinan­ju. Quick­ly. Be­fore the Rus­sians are

    knock­ing at this door.”




    Re­mo took the sword, a two-​hand­ed weapon with jew­el-​en­crust­ed hilt and a sev­en-​foot

    blade, from its place of hon­or on one wall. He brought it to Chi­un, of­fer­ing it flat in his

    palms, blade turned in­ward.




    “I do not wish to hold it,” snapped Chi­un. “It is for you. Now, quick­ly, strike off my

    head,” and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju bowed his head, giv­ing Re­mo a clean open­ing to the back

    of his wat­tled neck.




    “No,” said Re­mo, hor­ri­fied.




    “Do it!” com­mand­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “If you wish to spare me the pain of ex­ile,

    then spare me the shame of will­ful­ly vi­olat­ing my sa­cred du­ty. And grant the Mas­ter who

    has made you whole a clean death.”




    “No!”




    “Why do you hes­itate, my son? With one stroke, you would cut your­self free of your

    obli­ga­tions to me, and to my vil­lage.”




    Re­mo dropped the sword. He was in tears.




    “You could re­turn to the land of your birth … with the maid­en Mah-​Li, if that is your

    wish.”




    “I can’t. I love you.”




    “But not enough to grant me re­lease from an odi­ous re­spon­si­bil­ity,” said the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju, lift­ing his face to meet Re­mo’s stream­ing eyes.




    “I’m sor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “So be it,” said Chi­un, ris­ing to his feet like a time-​lapse film of a sun­flow­er

    grow­ing. “I go now to meet my fu­ture clients. I will ex­pect you not to in­ter­fere.”




    “What about the in­vest­ment cer­emo­ny?” asked Re­mo.




    “There is no time. I will dis­pense with it. Con­sid­er your­self the new reign­ing Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju.”




    “I’m not sure I’m ready,” Re­mo said weak­ly.




    “And I am sure you are not,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “But fate has de­creed it

    oth­er­wise. But you may take com­fort in the sto­ry of the Mas­ter Tipi. I have placed the

    scroll de­scrib­ing his ca­reer un­der his new em­per­or be­side my throne. It was not so

    ter­ri­ble. He, too, was in his end days.”




    And Chi­un went out of the house of his an­ces­tors with­out a back­ward glance.




    Colonel Vik­tor Ditko wait­ed in the square of the vil­lage of Sinan­ju, sur­round­ed by a

    crack team of black-​clad Spe­cial Mil­itary Pur­pos­es Unit sol­diers. Spet­snaz com­man­dos.

    A cross be­tween the Amer­ican Green Berets and the old Nazi Stormtroop­ers, they were the most

    vi­cious sol­diers in the en­tire So­vi­et Army. And Colonel Ditko was pre­pared to un­leash

    them.




    The word had come from the Krem­lin. He was to per­son­al­ly take pos­ses­sion of the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju at sun­set, and bring him in­stant­ly back to Rus­sia.




    When Colonel Ditko saw the crowd of vil­lagers scat­ter like fright­ened pi­geons, he was

    sur­prised to see an el­der­ly Ko­re­an be­ing es­cort­ed in­to the square by an­oth­er. He

    rec­og­nized the younger of the two as the one in the orig­inal tape made by Sam­my Kee, but

    not the oth­er, who wob­bled as he walked.




    Then, with a shock, he re­al­ized it was the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju him­self. He looked old­er,

    shrunk­en and fee­ble in his fu­ne­re­al black robes.




    “What is this?” de­mand­ed Ditko of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju replied in ex­cel­lent if haughty Rus­sian.




    “This is the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, So­vi­et dog. What are you?”




    “I am Colonel Vik­tor Ditko. I have come to take you to my coun­try.”




    “You make it sound sim­ple.”




    “I un­der­stood there would be no re­sis­tance,” said Ditko, a lit­tle ner­vous­ly.




    “And there will be none. But there must be a cer­emo­ny. Where is Smith?”




    “Here,” said Dr. Harold W. Smith, step­ping out from be­hind a group of huts, where he had

    ob­served the Rus­sian ad­vance. He car­ried a very large scroll un­der one arm, edged in gold

    and tied with a blue rib­bon.




    “Who is this?” asked Ditko.




    “My for­mer em­ploy­er,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “With our con­tract. He must sign it

    and you must sign it be­fore I can en­ter in­to your ser­vice.”




    “Very well,” Colonel Ditko said im­pa­tient­ly. “Give it to me.”




    Chi­un took the scroll, opened it to the very end, and held it stiffly in the air while

    Smith signed the bot­tom. And then the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned to Colonel Ditko and of­fered

    the doc­ument for sign­ing.




    “Do you not wish to read it first?” asked Chi­un po­lite­ly.




    “No,” snapped Ditko. “We have lit­tle time.”




    “Such wis­dom from a Rus­sian,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, a faint smile tug­ging at his

    parch­ment lips. “It au­gurs well for my ser­vice in your coun­try.”




    When the con­tract was prop­er­ly signed, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju made a show of rolling up

    the doc­ument and with a lit­tle bow hand­ed it to Colonel Ditko.




    “It is done,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Your em­per­or, and you as his

    rep­re­sen­ta­tive, are now re­spon­si­ble for all pro­vi­sions and guar­an­tees de­scribed in

    this con­tact.”




    “Of course.”




    “One pro­vi­sion is that my vil­lage is sanc­ti­fied from harm and that my pupil, the new

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, be al­lowed to gov­ern in peace.”




    “If he does not wish to work for us, that is his right as an Amer­ican,” said Colonel Ditko

    stuffi­ly. “But it is un­der­stood he works for no oth­er coun­try.”




    “For the du­ra­tion of my ser­vices to you,” agreed Chi­un.




    Smith, who un­der­stood some Rus­sian, was sur­prised at the ease with which the trans­fer

    of em­ploy­ment took place. There was no hag­gling over price, none of the last-​minute

    i-​dot­ting and t-​cross­ing that had char­ac­ter­ized his deal­ings with Chi­un. But it was

    clear to Smith that Chi­un was a shad­ow of his for­mer self. He looked so shaky that a stiff

    breeze might have top­pled him.




    “Take him to the car,” or­dered Colonel Ditko, who rel­ished com­mand­ing the elite

    Spet­snaz team. “I will join you at the air­port.”




    “I must say good-​bye to my pupil, Re­mo,” Chi­un in­sist­ed.




    “There is no time. The air­craft is wait­ing,” said Colonel Ditko.




    Chi­un bowed stiffly. “I obey, be­cause I am now in your ser­vice.”




    Two Spet­snaz com­man­dos start­ed to take Chi­un by his spindly arms, but he shook them

    off.




    “Un­hand me,” he snapped. “I am old and frail, but I can still walk. Al­low me to leave my

    vil­lage with dig­ni­ty.”




    Gath­er­ing up the hem of his robes, he strode up the road, the two com­man­dos on ei­ther

    side of him, walk­ing a re­spect­ful two paces be­hind. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju did not look

    back. Nor did he say good­bye to Smith or the hand­ful of vil­lagers who had ven­tured out

    in­to the square. Smith won­dered if the old man would sur­vive the plane trip. He looked that

    far gone.




    While ev­ery­one’s eyes were fol­low­ing the slow de­par­ture of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    Smith slipped away, head­ing for the beach. It was done. Now there was just one last

    de­tail.




    Smith found a qui­et place among the cold rocks. He dug in­to the watch pock­et of his vest

    and re­moved a small case. In it was a cof­fin-​shaped pill. He had car­ried it ev­er since

    that day many years ago when he had as­sumed his du­ties as di­rec­tor of CURE. Du­ties, he

    knew, which were life­long, be­cause when they end­ed they could on­ly end with his death.




    “Good-​bye, Maude, Vick­ie. I love you both very much.”




    And there, on the emp­ty beach so far away from the na­tion he loved, Dr. Harold W. Smith

    swal­lowed the pill.




    And choked on it. It caught in his throat. It wouldn’t go down.




    Smith, fran­tic that his sui­cide at­tempt might fail, plunged in­to the cold surf and drank

    a long swal­low of salt wa­ter to wash down the pill.




    The wa­ter was so cold, it numbed his taste buds so he couldn’t taste salt. But he felt the

    pill go down. Shiv­er­ing from his sud­den im­mer­sion, he threw him­self on the fine beach

    sand and wait­ed for the end to come.




    Dim­ly he heard the per­cus­sive stut­ter of au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire.




    There were screams. The haunt­ing screams of the dy­ing.




    Faint­ly he un­der­stood that the Rus­sians had be­trayed them all. And deep with­in him, a

    cold rage swept all thoughts of death-​his death-​from his mind.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith pulled him­self to his feet. The poi­son was sup­posed to act quick­ly,

    but he was still alive. He stum­bled up in­to the rocks. The spo­radic fire grew con­stant.




    Smith swore and start­ed run­ning, not sure what he could ac­com­plish in his last mo­ments

    of life, but de­ter­mined to in­flict a fi­nal blow.




    He tripped over his au­to­mat­ic, ly­ing in the sand where Re­mo had thrown it. Smith

    grabbed it, checked the ac­tion. There was no clip, but he had an ex­tra in his pock­et. He

    load­ed the gun and pushed on, pray­ing that he had time to take out a few of them be­fore he

    suc­cumbed. A spread­ing cold­ness filled his stom­ach.




    Re­mo Williams stood among the heaped trea­sures of Sinan­ju, his mind stunned at Chi­un’s

    strange ac­tions, when he heard the shoot­ing.




    “Chi­un!” he cried. He pitched out the door. There was no sign of Chi­un. The Rus­sians were

    go­ing from hut to hut, drag­ging peo­ple out in­to a hud­dled mass in the vil­lage square. To

    ex­pe­dite their work, they fired in­to the air. Some­times, not in­to the air.




    A run­ning wom­an bumped in­to Re­mo. He caught her in his arms, then no­ticed the hole in

    her chest gush­ing blood. She gave out a lit­tle sigh and died.




    A clot of sol­diers came around the cor­ner. Their eyes locked with Re­mo’s.




    Re­mo moved on the Rus­sian com­man­dos, his sens­es com­ing alive in a way they had nev­er

    done be­fore. He could see the bul­let tracks erupt­ing in his di­rec­tion, and each

    in­di­vid­ual bul­let in each track.




    Dodg­ing them was the same as dodg­ing cork guns. He took an in­side line, evad­ing the

    streams of bul­lets as if they were harm­less flash­light beams wield­ed by ner­vous

    chil­dren.




    To the eyes of the Rus­sians, Re­mo seemed to float to­ward them, his feet bare­ly touch­ing

    the ground-​but in ac­tu­al­ity he was strik­ing with the ner­vous speed of a

    fer-​de-​lance.




    Re­mo hit the near­est Rus­sian with an open­hand­ed palm. The sol­dier’s rib cage was

    in­stant­ly turned to Jell-​O. He col­lapsed from the sud­den lack of skele­tal sup­port.




    “We have found him!” called an­oth­er sol­dier. “The Amer­ican.”




    “Right,” said Re­mo, chop­ping him down like a sapling. “I’m the Amer­ican.”




    The Rus­sians broke in all di­rec­tions, seek­ing cov­er in the high­er rocks. Re­mo moved

    to­ward the near­est group, pulled them off the rocks like bugs off a wall. He ap­peared on­ly

    to tap them, but they did not rise from where they fell.




    “Amer­ican,” called Colonel Ditko from the rocks above where Re­mo stood amid a pile of

    So­vi­et corpses. “What?” Re­mo shot back.




    “We do not wish to slaugh­ter ev­ery­one. We on­ly want you.”




    “I’m not go­ing to Rus­sia,” snapped Re­mo.




    “And Rus­sia does not want you. But we will ex­change your sur­ren­der for the lives of

    these peo­ple.”




    “You can’t get them all,” Re­mo said, try­ing to bluff. “But I’ll get all of you.”




    “If you wish a war, than so be it,” said Ditko, whose or­ders were to erase all traces of

    the vil­lage of Sinan­ju and its peo­ple. “I will or­der my men to fire in­to the crowd.”




    Re­mo saw the vil­lagers hud­dled be­hind their homes, their faces wear­ing that

    soul-​shocked look that he had seen a thou­sand times in Viet­nam. He felt a wave of pity for

    them. They were not-​and nev­er had been-​mas­ters of their own fate. Cen­turies of

    de­pen­dence on the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju had stripped them of all self-​re­liance. It was not

    their fault they had turned out the way they had. They were no longer Chi­un’s peo­ple. They

    were his now.




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed, cal­cu­lat­ing the po­si­tions of the Rus­sians. On­ly a hand­ful

    re­mained. Maybe there was time to get to them be­fore they picked their shots.




    But then Re­mo saw Mah-​Li be­ing dragged in­to view by one of the Rus­sians. She

    strug­gled. “Mah-​Li!” he said un­der his breath. She was not wear­ing her veil. Her del­icate

    face shone with anx­iety. “Okay, you win,” said Re­mo. And he put up his hands.




    They came down from the rocks care­ful­ly, their Kalish­nikov ri­fles point­ed

    un­wa­ver­ing­ly at Re­mo’s head.




    “Bring him,” or­dered Colonel Ditko. “And round up the rest of the vil­lagers. We will

    ex­ecute the Amer­ican as an ex­am­ple to them.”




    “This wasn’t the deal,” said Re­mo.




    “Wrong. This is the deal our lead­er made with your lead­er.”




    “Where’s Chi­un?”




    “On his way to Py­ongyang air­port. And I must hur­ry to join him. I am to present him to

    the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary my­self. It will be a great day for me. Now I must leave you.”




    And Colonel Ditko hur­ried back to a wait­ing car and drove off.




    His sec­ond in com­mand marched Re­mo to the wall of the near­est hut and stood him up

    against it. He gave sharp or­ders and the five re­main­ing com­man­dos lined up in sin­gle

    file, their ri­fles aimed at Re­mo’s chest.




    “No blind­fold?” asked Re­mo.




    The sol­diers ig­nored him. They squint­ed down the sights of their weapons.




    “Ready!” or­dered the sec­ond in com­mand.




    Re­mo saw Mah-​Li fall to the ground and cov­er her face. Her shoul­ders shook with

    emo­tion.




    “Aim!”




    “If you harm these peo­ple af­ter I’m gone,” said Re­mo in a brit­tle voice, “I’m com­ing

    back af­ter you all.”




    “I do not be­lieve in ghosts,” said the sec­ond in com­mand.




    “Maybe not. But if you don’t lis­ten to me, you’ll be be­liev­ing in Shi­va the

    De­stroy­er.”




    There was some­thing about the tone of the Amer­ican’s threat. The sec­ond in com­mand

    hes­itat­ed. It was a very big mis­take.




    Be­fore the fir­ing or­der could be giv­en, five spite­ful shots rang out from the high

    rocks. And, one by one, all five mem­bers of the fir­ing squad fell with their skulls

    shat­tered.




    Re­mo broke his bonds with a hemp-​split­ting tug. The sec­ond in com­mand nev­er saw the

    hand that re­duced his face to raw meat.




    Re­mo looked up. Smith lay on his stom­ach, smoke drift­ing from the muz­zle of his gun.

    Then he col­lapsed like a pup­pet whose strings had been clipped. Smith closed his eyes.




    Re­mo ran to him and saw that he was go­ing in­to con­vul­sions.




    Re­mo flipped Smith over on his back. The old­er man’s face was turn­ing the col­or and

    tex­ture of blue cheese. Poi­son.




    “Dammit, Smit­ty!” Re­mo screamed at him. “Did you have to go through with it? Couldn’t you

    have wait­ed?”




    Re­mo tore Smith’s jack­et, vest, and shirt open with a sin­gle ex­er­tion. But­tons popped

    in all di­rec­tions. Re­mo placed both his hands on Smith’s wrin­kled stom­ach and start­ed to

    mas­sage the so­lar-​plexus mus­cles rapid­ly. He was re­ward­ed by a rapid suf­fu­sion of

    col­or un­der his knead­ing fin­gers. That meant poi­son-​fight­ing blood was con­cen­trat­ing

    where it was most need­ed.




    Re­mo turned Smith on­to his back, so that his head hung over the edge of the out­crop­ping.

    He stuffed a large stone un­der Smith’s feet to keep the blood flow­ing to the stom­ach.




    Smith be­gan to gag. He gave a low stran­gling groan, like a wom­an giv­ing birth. But life

    had noth­ing to do with the sound that Smith made.




    It was now or it was all over.




    There were nerve clus­ters at the throat and so­lar plexus, and Re­mo took them, one in each

    hand, and per­formed a ma­nip­ula­tion that a chi­ro­prac­tor would have un­der­stood.




    Smith start­ed vom­it­ing vi­olent­ly. An ug­ly black bile erupt­ed from his mouth and

    nos­trils, spray­ing the sand be­low. Smith con­vulsed. His eyes opened, rolled up in­to his

    head as if the mus­cles be­hind them had lost ten­sion.




    Then Dr. Harold W. Smith lay still.




    Re­mo lis­tened. No heart­beat. He felt the carotid artery. No pulse.




    “Dammit, Smit­ty! I need you!” Re­mo yelled again, and flipped Smith over one last time.




    Sinan­ju tech­niques had got­ten rid of the poi­son, but not in time. Smith’s heart had

    stopped. Re­mo laid a fist over Smith’s stilled heart and brought the oth­er fist down atop it.

    Once, twice, three times, un­til he had es­tab­lished a rhythm. He kept the rhythm go­ing, even

    though the heart mus­cle did not re­spond to it.




    “Dammit!” he swore, and punched Smith’s stom­ach to ex­pel clear­ing air through his

    wind­pipe. Smith took in a re­flex­ive breath. And then Re­mo felt the beat. Ir­reg­ular at

    first, but more reg­ular as Re­mo kept up the beat­ing of his hand. He pound­ed his fist in

    syn­chro­niza­tion with Smith’s heart, stay­ing with its rhythm, un­til the rhythms were one.

    And then Re­mo picked up the pace, forc­ing Smith’s heart mus­cle to match it.




    When he was sure that Smith’s heart would con­tin­ue beat­ing on its own, Re­mo stopped.




    He wait­ed. One minute. Two. Five.




    At length Dr. Harold W. Smith opened his eyes. They looked hor­ri­ble, like those of a man

    who had awo­ken one morn­ing to dis­cov­er that ma­ni­acs had stripped the flesh from his

    body.




    “Re­mo,” he said weak­ly. “You should have let me die.”




    “You’re wel­come,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly. “Nev­er mind that crap. Chi­un’s gone to Rus­sia.

    I need your help. I got­ta get there. Fast.”




    “They be­trayed us, didn’t they?” Smith said dul­ly, sit­ting up.




    “You learn to ex­pect that from cer­tain kinds of peo­ple,” Re­mo ac­cused. “Even

    friends.”




    Smith said noth­ing.




    “Here’s your brief­case,” Re­mo said, throw­ing the leather valise on­to Smith’s lap. “Get

    on the horn and make the ar­range­ments to get me to Moscow.”




    “I can’t. The Pres­ident has a deal with the So­vi­ets.”




    “Get me to Moscow or I’ll kill you,” Re­mo warned.




    “I’m al­ready a dead man,” said Smith.




    “You sold us out and the Rus­sians be­trayed ev­ery­one. You owe me, Smit­ty. But if you

    won’t do it for me, or for Chi­un, or for what’s left of the or­ga­ni­za­tion, then do it for

    Amer­ica.”




    And through the pain, Dr. Harold W. Smith felt a chord be­ing struck. The on­ly one he would

    re­spond to.




    Smith made an ab­surd show of straight­en­ing out his ru­ined clothes and opened the

    brief­case.




    “The Darter is still ly­ing off the coast,” he said emo­tion­less­ly. “Their or­ders were to

    leave if they didn’t hear from me by dawn. I’ll call in a land­ing par­ty. We can get to Kim­po

    air base in South Ko­rea by mid­night at the lat­est. From there, I think I can still or­der an

    Air Force jet in­to ac­tion. The or­ga­ni­za­tion may be fin­ished, but I’m not pow­er­less.

    Yet.”




    “Do it,” said Re­mo. “And for­get that ‘we’ stuff. I’m go­ing. You’re stay­ing here.”




    “Here?”




    “You’re go­ing to pro­tect Sinan­ju un­til I get back.”




    “It’s a sui­cide mis­sion, Re­mo. What if you don’t come back?”




    Re­mo stood up and ges­tured to the tiny vil­lage be­low.




    “Then it’s all yours, Smit­ty. Don’t spend the gold all in one place.”


  




  

    Chapter 16




    Deep in­to So­vi­et airspace, Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber as­sured Re­mo Williams that the

    Air Force’s new Stealth Stratofight­er was in no im­me­di­ate dan­ger.




    “The Rus­sians nev­er shoot at armed mil­itary air­craft,” the gen­er­al said

    con­fi­dent­ly. “They know we might shoot back. Be­sides, if a Ko­re­an air­lin­er can

    pen­etrate So­vi­et de­fens­es while fly­ing at a lousy thir­ty-​thou­sand feet, we should have

    no prob­lems loaf­ing along up here in the strato­sphere.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo ab­sent­ly. He was star­ing out a win­dow. A faint tinge of bluish

    moon­light edged the wings of the Stratofight­er, which had fold­ed back for max­imum

    faster-​than-​sound ve­loc­ity once they pen­etrat­ed the So­vi­et air-​de­fense net. The

    sound­less­ness of their flight was eerie. They were ac­tu­al­ly fly­ing away from the roar of

    the Stratofight­er’s six gar­gan­tu­an en­gines, lit­er­al­ly leav­ing it miles be­hind.

    Be­low, lights twin­kled here and there. Not many. Rus­sia, for all its size, was not very

    pop­ulous.




    “Good,” Re­mo re­peat­ed ab­sent­ly, wor­ry­ing about Chi­un. Was he still alive? Had he

    re­al­ly left with­out say­ing good-​bye?




    “Of course, we’re go­ing to have to drop to about fif­teen-​thou­sand feet and fly slow­er

    than sound for the drop.”




    “That’s where it gets hairy for me, right?” said Re­mo, turn­ing away from the win­dow.




    “That’s where it gets hairy for ev­ery­one, civil­ian. If Red radar picks us up, they’re

    nat­ural­ly go­ing to as­sume we’re a strayed civil­ian air­lin­er. They’ll open up. There’s

    noth­ing the Rus­sians like bet­ter than tak­ing pot­shots at tar­gets that can’t shoot

    back.”




    “But we can,” Re­mo said.




    “Can,” said Gen­er­al Leiber. “But won’t. Not al­lowed.”




    “Why the hell not?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Use your head, man,” the gen­er­al said in­dig­nant­ly. “It would cause an

    in­ter­na­tion­al in­ci­dent. Might trig­ger World War III.”




    “I’ve got news for you,” Re­mo said. “If you don’t drop me in Moscow in one piece, you won’t

    have to wor­ry about World War III. It’ll be prac­ti­cal­ly guar­an­teed. Right now, the

    Rus­sians have a weapon more dan­ger­ous than any nu­cle­ar mis­siles. That’s what this

    freak­ing mis­sion is all about.”




    “It is? Well, humph … that is . . . The way of it, civil­ian, is that I can’t take the

    re­spon­si­bil­ity for caus­ing what we mil­itary call a ther­monu­cle­ar ex­change. Even if

    it’s gonna hap­pen any­way.”




    “Why the hell not?”




    “Be­cause if I do, I could lose these sil­ver twin­klers on my shoul­der. They may not seem

    like much to you, civil­ian, but I’m damned proud of them and what they rep­re­sent,” said

    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber righ­teous­ly, think­ing of the ten thou­sand dol­lars a year each

    star meant in re­tire­ment ben­efits.




    “You’re afraid you’ll lose your stars,” Re­mo said slow­ly, “but not of World War III?

    Un­less you cause it, of course.”




    “I’m a sol­dier, man,” the gen­er­al said proud­ly. “I’m paid to de­fend my coun­try. But I

    haven’t spent thir­ty years in the Air Force, man and boy, just to spend my twi­light years

    eat­ing dog food on so­cial se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “Get me to Moscow,” Re­mo said grim­ly, “and I’ll see that no one ev­er takes those stars

    from you.”




    “Deal,” said the gen­er­al, putting out his hand. He didn’t know who this skin­ny guy was

    but any­one with the clout to com­pel the U.S. Air Force to risk a bil­lion dol­lar

    ex­per­imen­tal air­craft just to get him in­to Rus­sia had to have a lot of pull.




    “You got it,” said Re­mo, shak­ing it. His or­di­nar­ily cru­el mouth warped in­to a

    pleas­ant smile.




    Over Nov­gorod, they be­gan their de­scent. The sound of the en­gines caught up with the

    de­cel­er­at­ing plane. Re­mo, parachute strapped to his back, stepped on­to the closed doors

    of the bomb bay. Be­cause it was a night drop, he wore the black two-​piece out­fit of the

    night tigers of Sinan­ju, and rubbed his face black with cam­ou­flage paint.




    “We can drop you north of Moscow,” the gen­er­al called over the en­gine roar. “Plen­ty of

    good open space there.”




    “I don’t have that kind of time,” Re­mo said. “Put me down in the city.”




    “The city?” the gen­er­al shout­ed. “It’s crawl­ing with mil­itary po­lice. They’ll hang

    your head on the Krem­lin Wall.”




    “Red Square would be nice,” Re­mo added.




    “Red-?” the gen­er­al choked.




    “Re­mem­ber my promise,” Re­mo re­mind­ed him.




    “Right,” said Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber, salut­ing. He went for­ward in­to the nose and

    con­ferred with the pi­lot. He re­turned a minute lat­er.




    “You want Red Square, you got Red Square,” the gen­er­al said flat­ly. “Now, about my

    stars,” he whis­pered.




    Re­mo stepped up to the gen­er­al, and with one light­ning-​fast mo­tion stripped the stars

    from his shoul­ders and, with a fist, em­bossed them per­ma­nent­ly to the gen­er­al’s

    fore­head.




    The gen­er­al said, “What?” and frowned. Then he said, “Ouch!” three times very fast as the

    points of the stars dug in­to his wrin­kling brow.




    “Sat­is­fied?” Re­mo asked po­lite­ly.




    “You drive a hard bar­gain, civil­ian. But I got­ta ad­mit you de­liv­er. And so will I.

    Stand by.”




    Re­mo wait­ed. The Stratofight­er dropped, its re­tractable stealth wings swing­ing for­ward

    to de­crease air­speed.




    “Red Square com­ing up,” the gen­er­al shout­ed. “You got a weapon, civil­ian?”




    “I am the weapon,” Re­mo said con­fi­dent­ly.




    The bomb-​bay doors split and yawned like a great maw.




    “Hang loose, civil­ian,” the gen­er­al called as, sud­den­ly, Re­mo fell. He was in­stant­ly

    yanked back by the ter­ri­ble slip­stream. He tum­bled, and catch­ing him­self, threw his arms

    and legs out in­to free-​fall po­si­tion.




    Be­low, the lights of Moscow lay scat­tered against a black vel­vet plain. The wind roared

    in Re­mo’s ears and his clothes flapped and chat­tered against his body. He squeezed his eyes

    half-​closed against the vi­cious up­draft, obliv­ious of the bit­ing cold, and con­cen­trat­ed

    on his breath­ing.




    Breath­ing was ev­ery­thing in Sinan­ju. It was the key that un­locked the sun source, and

    the sun source made a man one with the forces of the uni­verse it­self. Re­mo couldn’t af­ford

    to pull the rip­cord un­til he knew where he would land. He couldn’t af­ford not to pull it

    very soon be­cause even the sun source wasn’t proof against smash­ing in­to sol­id ground from

    four miles up. So he ad­just­ed the rhythms of his lungs and worked the air cur­rents like a

    hawk. He slid off to the right, to­ward the high­est con­cen­tra­tion of lights. Down­town

    Moscow. Then he sta­bi­lized his fall, his splayed body a great X in the sky, like a

    bomb­sight. On­ly the bomb­sight was al­so the bomb.




    When he was sure he was bal­anced against the pre­vail­ing wind, Re­mo tugged the parachute

    ring. There came a crack! above his head, and Re­mo felt his body brought up short, like a

    yo-​yo re­turn­ing to a hand. The sen­sa­tion was brief, and then he was float­ing down, feet

    first. The parachute was a huge black bell above him, near­ly in­vis­ible against the emp­ty

    sky.




    Re­mo looked up. There was no sign of the Stratofight­er. Good. They had made it. Now all he

    had to do was the same.




    Re­mo had been in Moscow on pre­vi­ous CURE as­sign­ments, and knew the city. He had picked

    Red Square for his land­ing for two rea­sons: be­cause it was the largest open space in the

    heart of Moscow and be­cause it was ex­treme­ly well-​lit at night. He couldn’t miss the

    iri­des­cent blue street­lights that trans­formed the square in­to a bowl of

    il­lu­mi­na­tion.




    This, of course, meant that once Re­mo’s parachute fell in­to that bowl, the dozens of

    gray-​uni­formed mil­it­siya who pa­trolled the city couldn’t miss see­ing him. And they

    didn’t.




    “Cron!” shout­ed a mili­tia­man, bring­ing his AK-47 to bear on Re­mo’s de­scend­ing

    stom­ach.




    Re­mo re­mem­bered that “cron” meant “stop,” and tried to re­mem­ber the Rus­sian word for

    “how?” but gave it up when the man opened up with a warn­ing shot. Oth­er

    mili­ti­amen-​Rus­sia’s ver­sion of po­lice­men-​came run­ning, bran­dish­ing au­to­mat­ic

    ri­fles and shout­ing loud­ly.




    Nor­mal­ly, even a half-​dozen armed com­bat­ants would be a cinch for Re­mo to han­dle, but

    not while slow­ly falling from a parachute. He might as well have been an or­na­ment hung on a

    Christ­mas tree wear­ing a sign that read: “SHOOT ME!”




    The warn­ing shot snarled past Re­mo’s shoul­der. He was about forty feet off the ground.

    Re­mo dug in­to his pock­ets for the loose change he sud­den­ly re­mem­bered was still there

    and snapped a nick­el back at the mili­tia­man.




    The Rus­sian went down with a slot in his fore­head and a mas­sive ex­it wound at the back

    of his skull. Re­mo didn’t wait for the con­verg­ing guards to open fire. He flipped pen­nies,

    dimes, quar­ters at ev­ery uni­form in sight. The coins left his fin­gers at su­per­son­ic

    speed and wreaked dev­as­tat­ing dam­age on bones, brains, and ma­jor or­gans. With­in

    sec­onds, the first wave of chal­lengers lay scat­tered over the gray bricks of Red Square.

    Pedes­tri­ans ran scream­ing from the area.




    Re­mo won­dered what Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet would have said if she could see him now.




    Re­in­force­ments would be ar­riv­ing soon, Re­mo knew. He didn’t plan to stick around and

    tan­gle with them. He tugged on the parachute shroud lines, spilling air, and tried to land

    in­side the Krem­lin Wall fronting Red Square. He didn’t make it.




    In­stead, Re­mo land­ed atop a long black Zil limou­sine that had stopped at Spassky Gate,

    wait­ing for the red light to turn green, sig­ni­fy­ing that the car was cleared to en­ter the

    Krem­lin. The light turned green just as Re­mo’s feet hit the Zil’s roof with a dull thump.

    Re­mo cut him­self free of the parachute with short slash­es of his Sinan­ju-​hard­ened

    fin­gers and jumped from the car just as the huge parachute spilled over the limou­sine,

    cov­er­ing it like a black shroud.




    The chauf­feur emerged from be­hind the wheel shout­ing and swear­ing. He got tan­gled up in

    the silk chute for his trou­ble. Mili­ti­amen and a few plain­clothes KGB agents de­scend­ed on

    the en­shroud­ed Zil like an­gry hor­nets. They pulled and tore at the bil­low­ing fab­ric,

    un­cov­er­ing the car. They al­most shot the chauf­feur be­fore the own­er of the Zil, the

    In­di­an am­bas­sador to Rus­sia, stepped out, de­mand­ing to know what the hell was go­ing on.

    He was ig­nored while the KGB searched the car thor­ough­ly.




    The se­nior KGB of­fi­cer couldn’t un­der­stand it. Who would parachute in­to Red Square?

    And for what di­abol­ical rea­son? More im­por­tant, who was this in­cred­ible hooli­gan? No

    one knew. He should have been un­der the parachute. But he was not. Was he per­haps hid­ing

    un­der the Zil? They looked. He was not hid­ing un­der the Zil.




    Then the KGB men and the mil­it­siya no­ticed the still-​open Spassky Gate and they knew

    they were all in very se­ri­ous trou­ble.




    Mar­shal Josef Ster­anko had the cushi­est du­ty in all of the Red Army. He was mar­shall in

    charge of the de­fense of Moscow. It was a tra­di­tion­al post, very im­por­tant in times of

    war, but since Moscow had not been un­der mil­itary at­tack since World War II, it was now

    large­ly cer­emo­ni­al. A re­ward for a griz­zled old vet­er­an of the Great Pa­tri­ot­ic

    War.




    So it came as some­thing of a shock when, watch­ing tele­vi­sion in his apart­ment in the

    lux­ury tow­er of Moscow’s Rossiya Ho­tel, Mar­shal Josef Ster­anko re­ceived the first

    re­ports of a com­man­do raid on the Rus­sian cap­ital city.




    “Are you drunk?” de­mand­ed Ster­anko of the KGB chief, who had called him be­cause he knew

    nowhere else to turn. For some strange rea­son, the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary was ig­nor­ing all

    in­com­ing calls. There were ru­mors of his as­sas­si­na­tion.




    “No, Com­rade Mar­shal,” the KGB chief said. “It is true. They land­ed in Red Square

    it­self.”




    “Hold the line,” said Ster­anko. His apart­ment over­looked Red Square. He went to a win­dow

    and looked down. He saw scores of mil­it­siya run­ning to and fro like ants. Chalk out­lines

    where the dead had fall­en showed clear­ly against dark­er stains. The Krem­lin was ablaze with

    search­lights and armed sol­diers crouched along the top of its red brick walls as if

    ex­pect­ing a siege.




    “My God,” said Ster­anko huski­ly. It looked like Leningrad just be­fore it fell. He

    hur­ried back to the phone, curs­ing.




    “I want de­tails,” Ster­anko barked in­to the mouth­piece. “Quick­ly!”




    “Yes, Com­rade Mar­shal,” the KGB chief stut­tered, and then launched in­to a fright­en­ing

    litany of atroc­ities the Amer­ican Rangers had per­pe­trat­ed on beau­ti­ful Moscow. They had

    parachut­ed in, bold as cos­sacks. From Red Square, the Rangers had melt­ed in­to the night.

    Un­seen, they had re­moved Lenin’s body from his glass cof­fin and placed him in a win­dow of

    the great GUM de­part­ment store, dressed in fe­male clothes. A de­tach­ment of the Amer­icans,

    per­haps thir­ty in num­ber, had stacked au­to­mo­biles one atop the oth­er all along Kalin­in

    Prospekt and then pro­ceed­ed up the Gar­den Ring to lib­er­ate the an­imals from Moscow Zoo,

    stop­ping to pil­fer the Amer­ican flag from in front of the Unit­ed States em­bassy.

    Ev­ery­where one went, win­dows had been cut free from sash­es as if with me­chan­ical glass

    cut­ters and crushed in­to small piles of grit­ty pow­der. The pris­on­ers of Lubyan­ka Prison

    had been re­leased and were even now roam­ing the streets shout­ing “Vi­va Amer­ica!” And the

    stat­ue of Fe­liks Dz­erzhin­sky out­side KGB head­quar­ters was now with­out a head. All over

    the city, they had spray-​paint­ed an un­trans­lat­able coun­ter­rev­olu­tion­ary slo­gan. It

    was even to be seen, some said, on the Great Krem­lin Palace it­self.




    “This slo­gan?” de­mand­ed Ster­anko, who knew En­glish. “What is it?”




    “One word, com­rade: RE­MO. We think it must be an ana­gram, pos­si­bly mean­ing ‘Ru­in

    Ev­ery­thing in Moscow Overnight.’”




    Mar­shal Josef Ster­anko could not be­lieve his ears. None of it made sense.




    “These are chil­dren’s pranks,” he said. “Tell me of the bat­tles. How many dead on each

    side?”




    “Sev­en died in the first as­sault on Red Square. All ours. We have no re­ports of

    ca­su­al­ties on ei­ther side be­yond this.”




    “No re­ports!” yelled Ster­anko. “Moscow is be­ing des­ecrat­ed and no one fights back. Is

    that what you are telling me?”




    “The Rangers, they are like phan­toms,” in­sist­ed the KGB chief. “They strike and move on.

    Ev­ery time we send a se­cu­ri­ty de­tach­ment to the scene of the atroc­ity, they are

    gone.”




    “Con­firmed en­emy troop sight­ings,” Ster­anko barked.




    “We es­ti­mate any­where from thir­ty to-“




    “I do not want es­ti­mates! Con­firmed sight­ings on­ly!”




    “Com­rade Mar­shal we have a con­firmed sight­ing of but a sin­gle com­man­do. It was he who

    land­ed in Red Square and mur­dered sev­en brave mil­it­siya.”




    “One man ac­count­ed for sev­en?” said Ster­anko, aghast. “With what weapon did he

    ac­com­plish this mir­acle?”




    The KGB chief hes­itat­ed. “Ah, this re­port must be in er­ror.”




    “Read it!”




    “He was un­armed, by all ac­counts.”




    “Then how did the sev­en die?”




    “We do not know. At first, they ap­peared to be shot, but ex­am­ina­tions of the bod­ies

    showed on­ly de­formed Amer­ican coins in their wounds.”




    Josef Ster­anko’s mouth hung open. Was he dream­ing? Was this a night­mare from which he

    would awak­en? He hung up on the KGB chief’s fright­ened plea for in­struc­tions.




    Ste­nanko walked slow­ly to his win­dow over­look­ing Red Square. He could hear the sirens

    in the night, rac­ing blind­ly from one scene to an­oth­er, al­ways too late be­cause they were

    search­ing for con­cen­tra­tions of troops. Josef Ster­anko knew there were no

    con­cen­tra­tions of troops. The Amer­icans would not have dared land troops on So­vi­et soil

    with­out first im­mo­bi­liz­ing So­vi­et mis­sile de­fens­es, and this they had not done. Yet

    some­thing was roam­ing the streets of Moscow mak­ing a ju­ve­nile show of force. Some­thing

    pow­er­ful enough to lift au­to­mo­biles and crush plate glass in­to pow­der. Some­thing that

    could hurl coins with force enough to mas­sacre armed KGB agents as if they were de­fense­less

    chil­dren re­cruit­ed from the Young Pi­oneers.




    Some­thing … or some­one.




    But even as the thought ghost­ed through old Mar­shal Ster­anko’s mind, he shook his head

    an­gri­ly. It was pre­pos­ter­ous. Such a weapon could not ex­ist. And if it did ex­ist, the

    Amer­icans would not send it to Moscow to stir up such in­fan­tile trou­bles when they had

    pow­er­ful bal­lis­tic mis­siles to throw in a first strike.




    Then Mar­shal Josef Ster­anko saw the se­cret weapon with his very own eyes.




    It was a man. All in black. Un­armed, ex­cept for what ap­peared to be a long pole. He was

    in­side the very walls of the Krem­lin it­self, climb­ing the Ivan the Great Bell Tow­er, by

    law the tallest struc­ture per­mit­ted in Moscow. The man climbed ef­fort­less­ly, like a

    mon­key, un­til he reached the large onion­shaped dome with its cru­ci­fix, re­tained for

    his­tor­ical rea­sons.




    At the top of the dome, the man in black plunged the pole in­to the or­nate bulb and shook

    it once. An Amer­ican flag un­furled proud­ly, de­fi­ant­ly. The flag, Ster­anko re­al­ized

    in­stant­ly, that had been lib­er­at­ed from the Amer­ican em­bassy.




    Josef Ster­anko stood watch­ing the man for a full five min­utes.




    “He is wait­ing,” he said un­der his breath. “He wants some­thing.”




    Ster­anko walked to the phone and di­aled the of­fi­cer in charge of Krem­lin

    se­cu­ri­ty.




    “In­form the man on the bell tow­er that Mar­shal Josef Ster­anko wish­es to speak to him,”

    he said crisply. Ten min­utes lat­er, two green-​uni­formed KGB of­fi­cers es­cort­ed Re­mo

    Williams in­to Ster­anko’s spa­cious apart­ment. The old mar­shal no­ticed that the arms of the

    troops hung limply by their sides, hands emp­ty.




    “Your weapons,” he de­mand­ed. “Where are they?”




    “He took them,” one troop­er said, jerk­ing his head to­ward Re­mo.




    “And he took away the use of our arms when we protest­ed,” the oth­er added.




    “It’ll wear off in about an hour,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly.




    “Leave us,” Ster­anko said. The KGB men left. Josef Ster­anko looked hard at the man be­fore

    him. There was an un­read­able ex­pres­sion on the man’s black­ened face.




    “The penal­ty for es­pi­onage against Moth­er Rus­sia is ex­ecu­tion,” he told Re­mo.




    “I wouldn’t have writ­ten my name over ev­ery blank wall in Moscow if I were spy­ing,” Re­mo

    point­ed out.




    “Then what?”




    “I’m here to get back a friend. Your peo­ple have him.”




    Mar­shal Josef Ster­anko sat down on a so­fa that, al­though new, might have been de­signed

    around the time Bud­dy Hol­ly died. He looked at Re­mo with un­wa­ver­ing eyes and said:




    “Speak.”


  




  

    Chapter 17




    Mar­shal Josef Ster­anko knew it was trea­son to es­cort the Amer­ican named Re­mo in­to the

    Grand Krem­lin Palace it­self. He al­so knew that if he did not, this mad­man who fought like a

    tiger would not on­ly kill him but al­so bring Moscow down about ev­ery­one’s ears un­til he

    got what he came for.




    And Mar­shal Joseph Ster­anko, who had stood at Leningrad when the Nazis and the Finns were

    ham­mer­ing the city with ar­tillery, was charged with the de­fense of Moscow and the moth­er

    coun­try. And he was go­ing to do what­ev­er he had to do to safe­guard them both-​even if it

    meant sneak­ing in­to the Krem­lin an Amer­ican agent pos­si­bly bent on as­sas­si­nat­ing the

    en­tire Polit­buro.




    Lead­ers came and went, but Moscow must stand. Ster­anko had es­cort­ed Re­mo as far as the

    main stair­way of the Grand Krem­lin Palace. Re­mo was wear­ing a win­ter great­coat and fur

    hat that Ster­anko loaned him.




    None of the sets of guards they en­coun­tered ques­tioned them. They as­sumed the old

    mar­shal was re­port­ing on the ru­mored at­tacks on the city.




    “The guards say that the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary is in con­fer­ence three floors above with an

    Ori­en­tal such as the one you de­scribed to me,” said Mar­shal Ster­anko, pulling Re­mo in­to

    a mar­ble cor­ri­dor. “Your friend may be any­where on that floor. I can go no fur­ther.”




    “You’re sure?” Re­mo de­mand­ed, shuck­ing off the great­coat.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly.”




    And Re­mo thanked the man by putting him to sleep with a nerve tap, as op­posed to killing

    him. Re­mo float­ed up the damp north stairs. He sensed no elec­tron­ic warn­ing sys­tems. No

    traps. Re­mo won­dered if it was be­cause the Krem­lin’s stone walls did not al­low

    elec­tron­ic im­plants-​or were the Rus­sians so se­cure in their cap­ital that they thought

    they didn’t need any?




    On the third floor, Re­mo found him­self in a dark pan­eled cor­ri­dor with nu­mer­ous heavy

    doors on ei­ther side. It was strange­ly de­sert­ed. All the doors looked alike and Re­mo

    couldn’t read the let­ters on any of them. They re­mind­ed him of his old high school back in

    Newark. Op­pres­sive.




    For want of a bet­ter ap­proach, Re­mo walked down the cor­ri­dor, try­ing the doors on each

    side. The first sev­er­al were emp­ty, but in the third, he came face-​to-​face with six guards

    who were just leav­ing what must have been a break room, if the strong smell of cof­fee was an

    in­di­ca­tion.




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo said light­ly. “I was look­ing for the lit­tle boys’ room.”




    The guards turned as if on sep­arate piv­ots geared to a sin­gle mo­tor. The near­est one,

    see­ing Re­mo’s strange cos­tume, fired two shots al­most with­out think­ing.




    But in the split sec­ond it took for him to pull the trig­ger, be­fore the bul­lets emerged

    from the bar­rel, Re­mo had grabbed the pis­tol and turned it in­to the Rus­sian’s stom­ach, so

    that the man shot him­self as well as the guard di­rect­ly be­hind him.




    Both men fell, hit­ting the par­quet floor so close to­geth­er that they made a sin­gle

    thud.




    Re­mo was in mo­tion be­fore the two dropped. The room was small, with­out much room to

    ma­neu­ver in, so he moved in on the next near­est guard with a straight-​arm thrust, tak­ing

    him in the throat. The man’s head snapped back, his neck dis­lo­cat­ed. He died in­stant­ly,

    but Re­mo wasn’t through with him yet.




    Grab­bing him by the back of the neck, Re­mo backpedaled in­to the cor­ri­dor, bring­ing the

    body, still on its feet, with him.




    “Hold your fire,” the sergeant of the guards yelled, not re­al­iz­ing what had hap­pened

    be­cause it hap­pened so blind­ing­ly fast. “You’ll hit Ilya.”




    The guards held their fire.




    “Come out, come out, wher­ev­er you are,” Re­mo sang from the hall­way. He had to avoid a

    fire­fight. If Chi­un was any­where on this floor, he didn’t want him to be hit by a stray

    bul­let.




    “He is un­armed,” said the sergeant of the guards soft­ly. “Two of you go out and shoot him

    dead.”




    A pair of guards start­ed for the door. The sergeant hung back, his pis­tol ready.




    A head sud­den­ly ap­peared in the door­way, and the two guards opened up on it. The head

    snapped back out of sight just ahead of the shots.




    “What was that?” one asked.




    “It looked like Ilya. Ilya, what is wrong?”




    The head reap­peared in the door­way, and they could see it was Ilya’s all right. They could

    al­so see that Ilya’s eyes were open and un­blink­ing, like those of a Howdy Doo­dy

    pup­pet.




    “I’m fine,” the head seemed to say in a weird, far­away voice. “Come out and play.”




    “He’s dead!” one of the guards said. “And that crazy man is us­ing him like a toy.”




    The macabre sight froze the two hard­ened guards in their tracks. One of them went

    green.




    “Fools!” cried the sergeant of the guards. “What are you fright­ened of?” And he put two

    bul­lets in­to Ilya’s slack jawed dead face. “There. Now get that hooli­gan.”




    Re­mo dropped Ilya’s body across the thresh­old of the door and wait­ed out of sight.




    The snout of a Tokarev pis­tol showed first, and Re­mo snaked out a fin­ger to meet it. The

    bar­rel snapped off and fell to the floor with a clank. The guard stood look­ing stupid­ly at

    his maimed weapon. Then he looked at Re­mo, who held his right fist with fore­fin­ger

    ex­tend­ed, like a kid pre­tend­ing that his hand is a gun.




    “Mine still works,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly. The guard fired any­way. The bul­let popped out

    of the gap­ing breech. With­out a bar­rel to give the slug ve­loc­ity, it tum­bled slow­ly end

    over end.




    Re­mo caught it in his palms, held it up for the Rus­sian to see clear­ly. “Now, for my next

    trick,” Re­mo an­nounced, and flicked the bul­let back.




    The guard took it in the fore­head with enough force to knock him down.




    Re­mo danced in­to the room, tak­ing out the fall­en guard with a crunch­ing kick to the

    tem­ple and then went straight for the one per­son left in the room.




    The sergeant of the guards.




    The Rus­sian’s Tokarev snapped off a se­ries of shots. Re­mo wove to one side, dodg­ing the

    first three shots, and then moved to the oth­er, let­ting the round drill past him.




    “You got one shot left, pal,” Re­mo said. “Bet­ter make it count.”




    The sergeant of the guards did. He placed the pis­tol to his tem­ple, and be­fore Re­mo

    could re­act, blew half his face across the room.




    “I guess they don’t make Rus­sians like they used to,” Re­mo said.




    It had gone so well for Colonel Vik­tor Ditko. From the flight from Py­ongyang air­port to

    Moscow, and the es­cort­ed drive from Shereme­tye­vo Air­port to the Krem­lin, the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju had not spo­ken a word. He sim­ply stared out the win­dow, re­gard­ing the wing of the

    Aeroflot jet as if it might, at any mo­ment, fall off.




    Colonel Ditko per­son­al­ly led the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju through the or­nate gilt door of

    Vladimir Hall in the Grand Krem­lin Palace. The low-​vault­ed oc­tag­onal room was one the

    Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary pre­ferred for cer­tain kinds of meet­ings.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary had arisen from be­hind an over­size con­fer­ence ta­ble and

    smiled ge­nial­ly. “Wel­come to our coun­try,” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary had said to the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “I un­der­stand you speak En­glish.”




    “I al­so speak Rus­sian,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had said cold­ly in Rus­sian. “Too bad

    that you do not.” The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary lost his smile.




    “I will speak with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in pri­vate,” he in­formed Colonel Ditko.




    “What about my ap­point­ment to the Ninth Di­rec­torate?” asked Colonel Ditko ner­vous­ly,

    fear­ing he would be­come lost in the Polit­buro’s end­less bu­reau­crat­ic ma­chine.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary frowned at the rais­ing of a mi­nor de­tail at so his­toric an

    oc­ca­sion.




    “Very well. Con­sid­er your­self so ap­point­ed. Your first as­sign­ment is to stand

    out­side this door and see that I am dis­turbed by noth­ing.”




    “Yes, Com­rade Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary,” said Colonel Ditko, who took his in­struc­tions

    lit­er­al­ly.




    So when, not long af­ter, the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary’s per­son­al sec­re­tary tried to get

    in­to the of­fice, Colonel Vik­tor Ditko, barred her way.




    “The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary is not to be dis­turbed.”




    “But this is a cri­sis. Moscow is un­der at­tack. The Polit­buro is go­ing in­to emer­gen­cy

    ses­sion.”




    “My or­ders are clear,” said Colonel Ditko, un­hol­ster­ing his sidearm.




    The sec­re­tary, whose du­ties did not in­clude star­ing at the busi­ness end of a pis­tol,

    ran off. So did sub­se­quent mes­sen­gers. The phones rang con­tin­uous­ly. But there was no

    one to an­swer them.




    Mil­itary and po­lit­ical lead­ers, un­able to reach the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary,

    au­to­mat­ical­ly as­sumed he was dead, or fight­ing off as­sas­sins. Ru­mors of a coup filled

    the Krem­lin it­self. Guards, sec­re­taries, and oth­er func­tionar­ies qui­et­ly evac­uat­ed

    the build­ing.




    And so, while Moscow was prac­ti­cal­ly un­der siege, Colonel Vik­tor Dicko

    sin­gle-​hand­ed­ly pre­vent­ed word of the great­est cri­sis in the city’s his­to­ry from

    reach­ing the ears of the one man who was em­pow­ered to or­ches­trate a co­her­ent

    re­sponse.




    No one had dared to come near Vladimir Hall for more than an hour when a strange fig­ure

    padded down the long cor­ri­dor that led to the gilt door.




    Colonel Ditko squint­ed down the cor­ri­dor, which was not well-​lit. The fig­ure was

    un­con­ven­tion­al­ly dressed. He wore not a suit, nor a uni­form, but some­thing like the

    pa­ja­mas of the deca­dent West, ex­cept they were of black silk. His san­daled feet made no

    sound when he walked, but he walked with a con­fi­dence that told Colonel Ditko that his

    au­thor­ity came, not from or­ders or a uni­form, but from some­thing deep with­in him.




    Colonel Ditko thought the man’s face was fa­mil­iar, but the lights in the cor­ri­dor were

    wide­ly spaced.




    Just when he fo­cused on the man’s fea­tures, he en­tered a zone of shad­ow.




    Colonel Ditko brought his pis­tol to the ready. “Who would pass?” he de­mand­ed.




    And then the fig­ure came in­to a zone of light again, and Colonel Ditko saw the blaze of

    anger in the man’s eyes and he heard the voice re­ver­ber­ate off the walls.




    “I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; Death, the shat­ter­er of worlds. The dead night

    tiger made whole by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” the voice in­toned. “Who is this dog meat who

    chal­lenges me?”




    Too late, Colonel Vik­tor Ditko rec­og­nized the face of the Amer­ican named Re­mo. Too

    late, he brought his Tokarev in line. Too late, he pulled the trig­ger.




    For the Amer­ican was up­on him. Colonel Ditko did not feel the hand that swat­ted aside the

    gun, and took his wrist like a vise.




    “Where is Chi­un?”




    “I can­not say,” said Colonel Ditko. And then Re­mo squeezed. His hand turned pur­ple, and

    the tips of Colonel Ditko’s fin­gers swelled like stepped-​on bal­loons. The tips split,

    spew­ing blood.




    Colonel Ditko screamed. The scream was a word. And the word was “In­side!”




    “Thanks for noth­ing,” said Re­mo Williams. who col­lapsed Colonel Ditko’s lar­ynx with the

    heel of his hand.




    Re­mo stepped over the corpse to reach for the door.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary of the So­vi­et Union was try­ing to call Wash­ing­ton. The

    op­er­ator kept break­ing in to tell him there was a cri­sis. His ad­vis­ers were

    fran­ti­cal­ly at­tempt­ing to reach him. Would he please ac­cept the in­com­ing calls while

    there was still a func­tion­ing gov­ern­ment?




    “Nev­er mind!” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary screamed. “Clear the lines. I must reach

    Wash­ing­ton!” He clenched the tele­phone re­ceiv­er in his hand. The pain was be­yond

    en­durance.




    Which was strange, be­cause as near as he could tell, the old Ko­re­an known as the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju was mere­ly touch­ing the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary’s right ear­lobe with a long

    fin­ger­nail.




    Then why did the pain sear his ner­vous sys­tem worse that a mil­lion white-​hot

    nee­dles?




    Fi­nal­ly, thank­ful­ly, the fa­mil­iar voice of the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States came

    on the line.




    “Tell him that the tapes have been de­stroyed,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hissed in his

    ear.




    “The tapes have been de­stroyed!” screamed the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary.




    “What?” said the Pres­ident. “You don’t have to shout.”




    “Now tell him that you have bro­ken your con­tract with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “I have bro­ken my con­tract with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “And that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju no longer works for any­one, in­clud­ing Amer­ica.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju no longer works for any­one, in­clud­ing Amer­ica,” the Gen­er­al

    sec­re­tary gasped. Pain caused his vi­sion to dark­en. He thought he was go­ing to die. It

    would have been a bless­ing.




    “You are done,” said Chi­un.




    “I am done.” said the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary, and hung up. Sweat poured off his brow like

    wa­ter from a faulty play­ground bub­bler.




    Re­mo Williams barged in­to the of­fice of the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary and stopped dead in his

    tracks. “Chi­un!” he said.




    Chi­un was stand­ing over the Rus­sian lead­er, hold­ing the man down in his seat with a

    sin­gle del­icate­ly curved fin­ger­nail. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju no longer looked wan and

    tired. Life blazed in his hazel eyes. And at Re­mo’s un­ex­pect­ed en­trance, sur­prise.




    “Re­mo,” he squeaked. “What are you do­ing here?”




    “I’m here to res­cue you.”




    “I need no res­cu­ing. Who guards the gold of my vil­lage?”




    “Smith.”




    “Ph­taah!” Chi­un spat. “We must hur­ry home then.”




    “What about your con­tract with Rus­sia?”




    “This fool Rus­sian did not read the fine print. Sinan­ju con­tracts are non­trans­fer­able.

    Clause fifty-​six, para­graph four. Since Mas­ter Tipi’s un­for­tu­nate servi­tude, this has

    been stan­dard in all Sinan­ju con­tracts. Which you would have known had you both­ered to read

    the scroll I left for you.”




    “You were com­ing back all along?”




    “Of course.”




    Re­mo’s face wore a puz­zled ex­pres­sion. “I don’t un­der­stand this.”




    “What else is new? Here,” he said, toss­ing Re­mo two man­gled blobs of black plas­tic. “The

    tapes this Rus­sian used to black­mail Smith.”




    Re­mo caught them. “They’re no good any­more. But this guy still knows ev­ery­thing,” Re­mo

    said, in­di­cat­ing the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary.




    “He has gra­cious­ly con­sent­ed to ac­cept the gift of am­ne­sia, as ad­min­is­tered

    through the kind of­fices of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said, twist­ing his fin­ger­nail sud­den­ly. The

    Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary jumped in his seat.




    “Now all we have to do is get out of Rus­sia alive.” Chi­un made a snort­ing sound.

    “Pass­ing through bor­ders has nev­er been a prob­lem for Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. All na­tions

    are hap­py to give us diplo­mat­ic im­mu­ni­ty.”




    Re­mo turned to the So­vi­et Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary. “You got a prob­lem with that?”




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary had no prob­lem with it what­so­ev­er. In fact he was more than

    ea­ger to or­der his pri­vate plane to take them back to Py­ongyang-​if on­ly the damned

    Peo­ple’s Phone Lines would clear.


  




  

    Chapter 18




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his pupil sat on op­po­site sides of the air­plane dur­ing the

    flight back to Py­ongyang, North Ko­rea. Rep­re­sen­ta­tives of the gov­ern­ment of the Great

    Lead­er, Kim Il Sung, were on hand to greet them and ar­range a he­li­copter flight di­rect­ly

    to Sinan­ju.




    Dur­ing the short hop, Re­mo broke the strained si­lence.




    “You seem to have re­cov­ered aw­ful­ly fast,” he said.




    “‘Of course,” said Chi­un. “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “I thought you said you were dy­ing.”




    “I nev­er said that. Your Amer­ican doc­tors said that. And what do they know?”




    “Wait a minute,” Re­mo said ac­cus­ing­ly. “You specif­ical­ly told me that you were

    dy­ing.”




    “Nev­er. I mere­ly point­ed out that I was in my end days, which I am. I have no more days

    left to my life than those which lie be­fore me, which are many few­er than the years I have

    lived be­fore this.”




    “How many days would that be?” Re­mo asked sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “Who can say? Twen­ty, per­haps thir­ty years.”




    “Years?”




    Chi­un put on a hurt ex­pres­sion.




    “What is the mat­ter? Are you dis­ap­point­ed in that? Are you so look­ing for­ward to

    be­com­ing the reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that you can’t wait for me to be put in­to the

    cold ground?”




    “I thought I was the new reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    Chi­un looked shocked. “With­out a prop­er in­vest­ment cer­emo­ny? Are you mad? You know

    these things must be done cor­rect­ly.”




    “I’m con­fused.”




    “You were born con­fused,” said Chi­un. “Look! There is our vil­lage be­low. And there is

    Smith wait­ing for us.”




    The he­li­copter touched down in the square, send­ing up waves of dust. Re­mo and Chi­un

    emerged and the ma­chine lift­ed sky­ward.




    Smith trot­ted up to greet them. He was still clutch­ing his brief­case. His ru­ined jack­et

    was fas­tened in front by bone nee­dles.




    “Re­mo. And Mas­ter Chi­un.”




    “Hail, Smith,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “My vil­lage is well?”




    “Yes, of­course.”




    “It’s all over, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “The Rus­sians have backed down.”




    “They have? That’s won­der­ful. For Amer­ica.”




    “And I’m stay­ing here. I’m go­ing to be the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “Do not get ahead of your­self, Re­mo,” Chi­un warned, hand­ing Smith the con­tract scroll

    which he had re­cov­ered from the So­vi­et Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary with a stud­ied lack of

    cer­emo­ny.




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?” Smith said blankly.




    “Clause fifty-​six, para­graph four,” Chi­un said. “Should a client ev­er sell a con­tract

    to an­oth­er em­per­or, said con­tract is im­me­di­ate­ly null and voic. Sinan­ju is not for

    sale. On­ly its ser­vices are. You may keep this doc­ument for fu­ture ref­er­ence, in case an

    Amer­ican em­per­or two or three cen­turies from now re­quires our ser­vices and needs to know

    terms.”




    “I guess you can go home now, Smit­ty,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “I’m sup­posed to be dead,” Smith point­ed out.




    “Now you know how it feels,” said Re­mo.




    “You know full well I can­not go home. The Rus­sians may have backed down, but CURE is

    fin­ished. And so am I.”




    “Your choice,” said Re­mo.




    “I need a fa­vor,” said Smith




    “Yeah?”




    “I on­ly had one poi­son pill. Do you think you could-“




    “What? You want me to kill you?”




    “Please, Re­mo. It’s my du­ty.”




    “Not me. I’m re­tired, as of to­day.”




    Smith, a dis­ap­point­ed ex­pres­sion on his lemo­ny face, turned to the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, I won­der if you could grant a fi­nal boon?”




    “Yes?” Chi­un said bright­ly.




    “I must not live be­yond to­day.”




    “How un­for­tu­nate for you,” Chi­un said.




    “Do you think you could elim­inate me? Painless­ly?”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju frowned. “How much mon­ey do you have with you?” he said af­ter some

    thought.




    “Mon­ey?” asked Smith, per­plexed.




    “Yes, of course. You are no longer a client, so you must ex­pect to pay for ser­vice.”




    Smith dug out his wal­let and found there an as­sort­ment of bills. He count­ed them.




    “I have over six thou­sand dol­lars in trav­el­er’s checks.”




    “No checks,” said Chi­un firm­ly.




    “But these are guar­an­teed.”




    Chi­un shook his old head stub­born­ly.




    “I al­so have near­ly thir­ty-​sev­en dol­lars. Amer­ican.”




    “Worse,” said Chi­un. “You have no gold?”




    “No, of course not.”




    “Sil­ver?”




    “Some coins.” Smith poured out the con­tents of his change purse in­to Chi­un’s hands.




    Chi­un ex­am­ined them. And prompt­ly dropped them to the ground dis­dain­ful­ly. “Not pure

    sil­ver. No good. Come back when you have gold,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, his hands

    fold­ed in­to the sleeves of his robe.




    Smith turned back to Re­mo. “Re­mo, please.”




    Just then the phone in Smith’s brief­case buzzed.




    Smith went ashen.




    “What? This can’t be. In­com­ing calls are poured through Fol­croft. Those com­put­ers are

    dead.”




    “Sur­prise,” said Re­mo.




    The phone kept buzzing.




    Smith opened the brief­case. Hold­ing it clum­si­ly across one arm, he tapped the key­pad.

    There was no down­link from St. Mar­tin. Those com­put­ers were def­inite­ly dead. But when he

    sig­naled Fol­croft, he got an “AC­CESS CODE RE­QUIRED” re­sponse. He al­most dropped the

    brief­case in shock.




    “Why don’t you an­swer the phone, Smit­ty?” Re­mo asked.




    Smith did.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident?” he asked hoarse­ly.




    Af­ter a pause, he said, “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident. I un­der­stand the So­vi­ets have let us off

    the hook. The cri­sis is over, yes. Re­sume op­er­ations? Yes, that is pos­si­ble. The main

    com­put­ers are still func­tion­ing. Some­how,” he added un­der his breath.




    “Re­mo?” Smith sud­den­ly looked up at Re­mo. Re­mo frowned. He made a throat-​cut­ting

    ges­ture with his fin­ger.




    Smith straight­ened up. “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident. Your call came too late. I re­gret to

    in­form you that Re­mo Williams is no longer with us. Yes, sir. I took care of that mat­ter

    per­son­al­ly. Yes, it is re­gret­table. Very. And I’m afraid our sign­ing Chi­un’s con­tract

    over to the So­vi­ets has bro­ken an im­por­tant pro­vi­sion. He won’t be with us any longer

    ei­ther. My er­ror en­tire­ly. I had for­got­ten that clause. No, I doubt that the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju would con­sid­er train­ing an­oth­er, af­ter what hap­pened to Re­mo.”




    Re­mo watched the first peep of sun­light break over the east­ern hills. He whis­tled a

    hap­py tune to him­self. It was the theme from Born Free.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith con­tin­ued, putting a fin­ger to his ear to keep out the

    sound. “I will re­turn im­me­di­ate­ly. I’m sure that we can con­tin­ue op­er­ations with­out

    them.”




    Dr. Harold W. Smith hung up the phone and closed his brief­case. He cleared his throat

    nois­ily. “Thanks, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said sim­ply.




    “I can’t un­der­stand what hap­pened. The era­sure codes were fool­proof. They couldn’t

    fail.”




    “But they did. It all worked out, so try not to lose any sleep over it.”




    “Of course. You’re right,” Smith said. He put out his hand.




    “Are you sure this is what you want?” Smith asked. Re­mo shook Smith’s hand firm­ly.




    “I wasn’t when I first came here. But now I am. Chi­un was right. He was right all along.

    These peo­ple are my fam­ily. I be­long here. There’s noth­ing back in the States for me

    now.”




    “What about the back­ground search for your par­ents? There’s no longer any se­cu­ri­ty

    rea­son not to pur­sue it vig­or­ous­ly.”




    “Fun­ny thing, Smit­ty. It’s not that im­por­tant any­more. I want­ed to know who I was. But

    now that I know who I am, it doesn’t mat­ter.”




    “I un­der­stand,” Smith said.




    “Tell you what, Smit­ty. Do the search. But don’t call me. I’ll call you.”




    “If you start free-​lanc­ing, we could end up on op­po­site sides, you know,” Smith said,

    re­leas­ing Re­mo’s hand.




    Re­mo shook his head. “This vil­lage has more gold than most na­tions. They don’t need an

    as­sas­sin. They need an in­vest­ment coun­selor. I can han­dle that.”




    “I’m re­lieved to hear that,” said Smith. “Then this is it.”




    “Maybe it’s not for­ev­er,” Re­mo said. “If some­thing re­al­ly spe­cial comes up, Chi­un

    and I will be there if you need us. Who knows? Maybe some­day I’ll train some­body to take my

    place.”




    “It’s hard to say good-​bye af­ter all these years,” Smith said stiffly.




    “I know. But that’s the biz, sweet­heart.” And Re­mo smiled.




    Smith took the shore road to the wait­ing raft that would take him back to the USS Darter.

    Re­mo watched him from the rocks, feel­ing no sad­ness at all. It was over at last. He was

    free.




    Chi­un joined him silent­ly. He no longer wore the black robes of death but a

    ca­nary-​yel­low day ki­mono. Chi­un no­ticed Re­mo’s ex­posed neck and touched it with his

    long-​nailed fin­gers.




    “I see the blue has fad­ed from your throat,” he said.




    “Huh? Oh, right. You know, when I was in the Krem­lin look­ing for you, the voice spoke

    through me again. But I was still my­self. I won­der what that means.”




    “It means the same thing as the blue fad­ing from your throat,” Chi­un said.




    “Which is?”




    “Which is that Shi­va’s hold on you has weak­ened. It was as I thought. If you came here and

    be­came one with the vil­lage, you would be strength­ened in your Sinan­ju-​ness and you would

    be able to over­come the call of Shi­va. As usu­al, I was right. You are Sinan­ju, Re­mo.”




    “Shi­va,” Re­mo said slow­ly. “This whole thing start­ed back in that burn­ing house in

    De­troit, didn’t it?”




    “What whole thing?” Chi­un asked in­no­cent­ly. “When I blacked out and be­came Shi­va. I

    still don’t re­mem­ber any of it, but it shook you. You were afraid Shi­va’d snatch me up and

    I’d run off and leave you with­out an heir. Wait a minute. . . .”




    “Yes?” Chi­un said bland­ly, watch­ing Smith’s raft move out to the wait­ing

    sub­ma­rine.




    “Did you by any re­mote chance fake this whole dy­ing-​Mas­ter rou­tine just to get me back

    here?” Re­mo said.




    “Stop bab­bling, Re­mo. This is a mo­men­tous oc­ca­sion. We are at last free of Mad

    Harold.”




    “I’m not so sure I want to be. And stop try­ing to change the sub­ject. What was it? I know.

    You thought if you got me here and got me all tied up in this vil­lage, some­how that’d keep me

    here, away from Shi­va.”




    “That is ridicu­lous,” Chi­un scoffed. “What hap­pens to you is of very lit­tle im­por­tance

    to me.”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo con­tin­ued. “You faked it all. Sinan­ju breath­ing tech­niques to low­er your

    heart rate and blood pres­sure. The rest was just play­act­ing. You know all about that from

    the soap op­eras you al­ways watch.”




    “Non­sense,” Chi­un bris­tled. “The truth is that you are so in­ept and so ug­ly that the

    vil­lagers will not ac­cept you as the next Mas­ter. Be­cause of your white­ness, you pale

    piece of pig’s ear, I can­not even die in peace.”




    “You’re a fraud, Chi­un. It was all an act, all de­signed to get me back here, all de­signed

    to make me so much Sinan­ju that even Shi­va couldn’t pull me away.”




    “There are worse things,” Chi­un said. He point­ed to­ward the shore road. Re­mo saw Mah-​Li

    and when she saw him, she be­gan run­ning. Her face, no longer veiled, ra­di­at­ed joy.




    “I think I’m go­ing to mar­ry her,” said Re­mo. “Dowry or not.”




    “She is ug­ly, like you, but she does have a kind heart,” Chi­un al­lowed. “Have I

    men­tioned that since Smith has bro­ken our con­tract, his last ship­ment of gold is

    re­fund­able in full? I for­got to men­tion this to him ear­li­er and it is too late to re­turn

    it to him now. The his­to­ries do not cov­er this sit­ua­tion. I am un­cer­tain what I should

    do.”




    “You’ll fig­ure-​out some­thing,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un snapped his fin­gers. “Of course. I do not wish to throw per­fect­ly good gold in­to

    the sea just be­cause it is not right­ful­ly mine. So I will do­nate it as Mah-​Li’s dowry. But

    say noth­ing of this to the oth­er vil­lagers. They will all want to bor­row some and the

    trea­sure of Sinan­ju is not a bank.”




    He point­ed to the ap­proach­ing wom­an. “Go to her,” Chi­un said. “As fa­ther of the

    bride­groom, I must at­tend to the wed­ding ar­range­ments.”




    Re­mo faced the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and bowed deeply.




    “You are an un­re­gen­er­ate old fraud who will nev­er die,” he said solemn­ly.




    “And you are the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in whose hands I will some­day place my vil­lage

    and my good name,” Chi­un replied, bow­ing so Re­mo could not see the pleased smile light his

    wrin­kled face.




    Then Re­mo ran down the shore road to em­brace his bride-​to-​be, and a new dawn broke over

    the black rocks of Sinan­ju, brighter than any the lit­tle vil­lage had ev­er seen be­fore.
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