
         [image: Cover] 


  The Destroyer





  Line of

  Succession




  

  Created




  

  by





  Warren

  Murphy





  

  &




  Richard

  Sapir




  

    




    This novel is a work of fiction.

    Names,characters, places, and incidents are either theproduct of the author's

    imagination or are usedfictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events orplaces or

    persons, living or dead, is entirelycoincidental.




    PINNACLE BOOKS




    are published by




    Windsor Publishing

    Corp.




    475 Park Avenue South




    New York, NY 10016




    Copyright (c) by Richard Sapir and

    WarrenMurphy




    All rights reserved. No part of

    this book may bereproduced in any form or by any means without theprior written

    consent of the Publisher, exceptingbrief quotes used in reviews.


  




  Chapter 1




  

    Old Pullyang was the first to see the strange pur­ple birds.




    Pullyang squat­ted in the dirt, smok­ing a long-​stemmed pipe and let­ting the last warm­ing

    rays of the day soak in­to his el­der­ly bones. Smok­ing kept him awake, for he was the

    care­tak­er of the vil­lage of Sinan­ju, the birth­place of the sun source of the mar­tial

    arts, which was al­so known as Sinan­ju. And be­ing the guardian of the sleepy lit­tle town on

    the West Ko­rea Bay meant un­re­lieved bore­dom.




    No one came to Sinan­ju who was not of Sinan­ju. Sinan­ju had no en­emies, no nat­ural

    re­sources, no de­sir­able re­al es­tate. It did have a trea­sure, but few knew of it. Those

    who knew dared not seek it. The rep­uta­tion of the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, a line of as­sas­sins

    that went back some three thou­sand years, was a greater de­ter­rent to thieves than an

    ar­mored di­vi­sion.




    Thus, old Pullyang squat­ted in the sun, smok­ing to keep awake and pa­tient­ly await­ing

    the re­turn of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, know­ing that he had noth­ing to fear ex­cept nod­ding

    off. If he nod­ded off, the oth­er vil­lagers would note the day and the hour and in­form the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju up­on his re­turn. Then Pullyang would sure­ly be pun­ished and one of them

    would be ap­point­ed in his place. The post of care­tak­er of the trea­sure house was much

    cov­et­ed in Sinan­ju for it al­lowed one to in­dulge in the chief vil­lage trait, which was a

    kind of stud­ied lazi­ness, with­out fear of scorn or pun­ish­ment.




    Pullyang watched in­tent­ly as the sun set over the surg­ing wa­ters of the bay, falling

    be­tween the twin rock for­ma­tions on the beach that were known as the Horns of Wel­come. The

    ocean turned red. This was Pullyang’s fa­vorite time of day. It meant that meal­time

    ap­proached.




    Just as the so­lar disk touched the wa­ter, Pullyang’s pipe went out.




    Old Pullyang mut­tered im­pre­ca­tions un­der his breath be­cause re­light­ing the pipe

    meant a good deal of work. The stem was over four feet long. First he would have to reel in the

    bowl. Then he would have to stand up and walk over to one of the cook­ing fires for a smok­ing

    em­ber. That was the dif­fi­cult part.




    Old Pullyang nev­er got to the dif­fi­cult part. Af­ter he had peered in­tent­ly at his pipe

    bowl, he hap­pened to look up. He saw the birds.




    There were two of them. They flew over the vil­lage in a lan­guorous cir­cle. At first

    Pullyang thought they were very near. Their wingspans seemed huge. But on clos­er in­spec­tion,

    he re­al­ized that they were very, very high up.




    That both­ered old Pullyang even more. The birds were so high above that they were black

    against the sky, yet they still seemed large.




    Old Pullyang thought the large birds might be herons. They had long-​billed heads and very

    long necks like herons. Their float­ing wings re­sem­bled heron wings. But they were too big

    for herons. It was a puz­zle­ment.




    Clam­ber­ing to his feet, he called down to the oth­er vil­lagers. He called them as a

    group, adding the words “lazy ones” be­cause it made him feel good af­ter squat­ting all day to

    call the oth­ers lazy.




    “Look!” he called, point­ing to the sky. His long-​stemmed pipe quiv­ered in his hand.




    The vil­lagers stopped their prepa­ra­tions for the evening meal and looked up.




    They all saw the lazi­ly cir­cling birds, black and in­dis­tinct be­cause they were so

    high.




    “What are they?” some­one asked fear­ful­ly.




    But Pullyang, who was the vil­lage el­der af­ter the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, did not know.




    “It is an omen,” he pro­claimed loud­ly.




    “Of what?” asked Mah-​Li, who was the be­trothed of the next Mas­ter. She was very young,

    with lus­trous black hair fram­ing an in­no­cent face.




    “Of evil,” said old Pullyang sage­ly, who knew be­ing ig­no­rant was not the same as

    ad­mit­ting it.




    The vil­lagers gath­ered about the trea­sure house of Sinan­ju, which was built of fine

    woods on a low hill in the cen­ter of the vil­lage, be­cause it rep­re­sent­ed safe­ty. All of

    them watched the omi­nous birds. The sun’s glow­ing rim slipped in­to the wa­ter, mak­ing it

    seem to bleed. It ap­peared as if the birds were dip­ping low­er too.




    “They are com­ing down,” said Mah-​Li, her eyes wide.




    “Yes,” said Pullyang. He could see their col­or now. It was pur­plish-​pink, like the

    in­ter­nal or­gans of the pigs they slaugh­tered for food.




    “They have no feath­ers,” whis­pered Mah-​Li.




    It was true. The birds were feath­er­less. They had wings like bats-​leath­ery pur­ple wings

    that flapped and fold­ed ner­vous­ly as they cir­cled low­er, their hatch­et faces twist­ing so

    that their side-​mount­ed eyes could look down.




    Their eyes were bright green, like lizard eyes. They were def­inite­ly not herons.




    The chil­dren were the first to break and run. Nat­ural­ly, the moth­ers ran af­ter them,

    scream­ing. The men were next. There was a fran­tic ex­odus to the path that wound be­yond the

    rocks to high­er ground, away from the vil­lage.




    Old Pullyang turned to Mah-​Li. “Go, child,” he qua­vered.




    “You come too,” Mah-​Li urged, pulling on his skele­tal arm.




    Pullyang strug­gled free, drop­ping his pipe. “No! No!” he spat. “Go! Away from here!”




    Mah-​Li looked up at the pur­ple birds, and she backed away.




    “Please!” she cried.




    Stub­born­ly Pullyang turned his back to her. Mah-​Li turned and ran af­ter the oth­ers.




    Old Pullyang was left alone. He shrank back un­der the curv­ing edges of the

    trea­sure-​house roof, where he hoped the cir­cling birds could not see him.




    The birds swooped over the Horns of Wel­come. Pullyang saw that their huge wings were bright

    and shiny like the plas­tic toys that were some­times brought to the vil­lage from the cities.

    And then they set­tled, one on each horn, fold­ing their wings close to their hair­less bod­ies

    like crea­tures in mourn­ing. They were three men high.




    Old Pullyang hud­dled on the ground. He was alone and the bale­ful green eyes of the

    birds-​that-​were-​not-​birds were fixed square­ly on him. The birds did not move. They sim­ply

    stared. The sun dis­ap­peared un­der the ocean, its dy­ing rays back­light­ing the pur­ple

    birds.




    Old Pullyang was de­ter­mined not to leave his post. It was his du­ty. He would not shirk

    it. He would re­main. No tat­tle­tale vil­lager would ev­er say to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that

    Pullyang, the care­tak­er, had for­sak­en his sa­cred re­spon­si­bil­ity.




    Night fell. The two birds be­came two shad­ows with eyes. The eyes did not wink in those

    bony hatch­et faces. They stared at Pullyang as if they had all eter­ni­ty in which to

    stare.




    Pullyang set his teeth to­geth­er to keep them from chat­ter­ing. Let them stare. They could

    stare for all time. Pullyang would not flee. He wished he had gone for that smok­ing em­ber,

    though. His pipe would have tast­ed very good right now. More than any­thing, he wished his

    pipe had nev­er gone out. Per­haps if it had not, Pullyang would not have looked in­to the sky

    and seen the cir­cling birds in the first place. Su­per­sti­tious­ly, he be­lieved they had

    come to earth be­cause he had seen them. He was con­vinced of this. It was the way they stared

    at him with their un­wink­ing ser­pent eyes.




    Pullyang hud­dled be­fore the door of the trea­sure house, a de­ter­mined old man, and

    squeezed his eyes shut.




    When the moon came up, throw­ing the beach in­to re­lief, Pullyang could not re­sist

    check­ing to see if the pur­ple birds still roost­ed in the moon­light.




    He saw that the moon had thrown long shad­ows across the rocky beach. The Horns of Wel­come

    made those shad­ows. Then Pullyang no­ticed that the birds, perched on top of the Horns, cast

    no shad­ows.




    With a screech of fright, Pullyang ran-​away from the trea­sure house, away from his

    re­spon­si­bil­ity, and most of all, away from his fear. He ran up the in­land path af­ter the

    oth­ers.




    Pullyang did not look back. He did not want the evil pur­ple birds to fol­low him.




    The moon­light trans­formed the vil­lage of Sinan­ju in­to a land­scape of stark peace.

    In­to this peace strode a man. He was a white man with a too-​hand­some face that was just

    be­gin­ning to take on the an­gu­lar planes of ma­tu­ri­ty. Sea breezes tossed his long blond

    hair. He wore a two-​piece gar­ment of pur­ple silk, a yel­low sash belt­ed around his mid­dle.

    Ser­pents re­treat­ed from the path of his san­daled feet, as if in fear.




    He did not gaze in the di­rec­tion of the Horns of Wel­come as he saun­tered cool and

    cat­like up from the rocks and through the fra­grant steam from the de­sert­ed cook­ing pots in

    the vil­lage square. He went di­rect­ly to the door of the trea­sure house, called the House of

    the Mas­ters.




    The door was locked. Not with a pad­lock or by a key, but by a cun­ning ar­range­ment of

    wood­en bolts con­cealed with­in the teak of the door. Reach­ing up, the man pressed two tiny

    pan­els si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. They clicked, and a hid­den lock­ing mech­anism slid from its

    re­ceiv­er. Kneel­ing, he then re­moved a long pan­el that ran the width of the door. It

    re­vealed a wood­en dow­el in a re­cess. With great care he ex­tract­ed the dow­el.




    When he got to his feet, a firm push opened the door. A wave of must and can­dle­wax rolled

    out to greet him. Wip­ing his san­dals at the thresh­old, he stepped in­side. No one must know

    he had been here.




    The white man looked around the room. Moon­light, com­ing through the open door, cast

    ir­reg­ular shad­ows, caus­ing the stacked gold in­gots in­side to gleam and strik­ing fire off

    the open jars of cut jew­els.




    The white man dis­turbed none of these things. He de­sired no trea­sure. Not all the mon­ey

    in the world would have mat­tered to him. It was too late for mon­ey, for any­thing. He walked

    in­to an in­ner room where there was no avail­able light, dis­dain­ing the un­lit ta­pers on

    the floor. He need­ed them even less than he de­sired the wealth of Sinan­ju.




    In this cen­tral room lac­quered trunks lay about in pro­fu­sion. He fell to his knees

    be­side them, swift­ly lift­ing each lid.




    The scrolls were in the fourth trunk.




    Care­ful­ly he lift­ed one out, un­do­ing its gold rib­bon. The parch­ment un­rolled

    stiffly. He read the ideographs at the head of the roll. It was an old one, de­scrib­ing

    Mesopotamia thou­sands of years ago. He want­ed the more re­cent scrolls. Squat­ting on the

    bare ma­hogany floor, the white man with the un­cut yel­low hair care­ful­ly opened scroll

    af­ter scroll, read­ing and re­ty­ing the rib­bons un­til fi­nal­ly he found the ones he

    sought.




    He read them slow­ly, know­ing that he had all night. The pur­ple birds would keep the

    vil­lagers away.




    Af­ter he had read the scrolls through, he took pa­per and pen from his yel­low sash and,

    re­fer­ring to the scrolls of­ten, wrote a let­ter. Then he copied the text of the first

    let­ter ex­act­ly, but changed the salu­ta­tion.




    With great care he retied the scrolls and re­stored them to the lac­quered trunk.




    He stood up. His eyes were bright, like blue neon. He had suc­ceed­ed. No one would know he

    had been here. Not even the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    In his hands he held the let­ters con­tain­ing the se­crets of the present Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. All that re­mained was to mail them. And sign them. He had not signed them yet.




    Struck by a sud­den in­spi­ra­tion, the man with the yel­low hair pressed the let­ters to a

    wall and wrote one word at the bot­tom of each.




    The word was “Tulip”.




    He re­set the door mech­anism on his way out.




    And then he dis­ap­peared down the shore road, past the Horns of Wel­come, which await­ed

    the ris­ing of the sun, naked and for­bid­ding. The snakes did not reemerge from their holes

    un­til long af­ter he had gone.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he was try­ing to catch the fly with a set of chop­sticks.




    Re­mo sat in the mid­dle of the room in which he had lived for near­ly a year. He sat

    com­plete­ly still, be­cause he knew that the fly would not come near him if he moved. He had

    not moved in more than an hour. The trou­ble was, nei­ther had the fly. It clung to the

    win­dow­pane. Re­mo won­dered if it was asleep. Did flies sleep?




    The room had bare beige walls, a tele­vi­sion and vide­orecorder set­up on the floor, and a

    sleep­ing mat in one cor­ner. Re­mo sat on a sit­ting mat, which was thin­ner and made of reed.

    A small eat­ing ta­boret stood be­fore him and on it rest­ed a bowl bear­ing the re­mains of

    Re­mo’s most re­cent meal, duck in or­ange sauce. Re­mo had de­lib­er­ate­ly left it there to

    at­tract the fly, but the fly didn’t seem in­ter­est­ed.




    Re­mo could have got­ten up and moved to the win­dow faster than the fly could re­act to

    him. Be­fore the fly’s mul­ti­faceted eyes could reg­is­ter his pres­ence, Re­mo could eas­ily

    swat him. But Re­mo did not want to kill the fly. He want­ed to catch it alive be­tween the

    wood­en chop­sticks which he held in one hand.




    Even­tu­al­ly the fly stirred, spun on its mul­ti­ple legs, and af­ter brush­ing its wings

    clean, lift­ed in­to the air.




    Re­mo smiled. Now he would get his chance.




    The fly was fat, black, and flew silent­ly. It looped around Re­mo and set­tled on the rim

    of the bowl filled with duck re­mains.




    Re­mo al­lowed the fly enough time to get com­fort­able. He care­ful­ly sep­arat­ed the

    chop­sticks with his fin­gers.




    The door sud­den­ly opened and the fly jumped. Re­mo’s hand was al­ready in mo­tion. The

    chop­sticks clicked shut.




    “I did it!” Re­mo said, bring­ing the chop­sticks to his face.




    “What is it that you have done?” asked Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He stood on

    the thresh­old to Re­mo’s room. He was a bird­like Ko­re­an in a ca­nary-​yel­low suit with

    bell-​shaped sleeves, very old, but with very young hazel eyes watch­ing cu­ri­ous­ly from a

    face which might have been mold­ed from Egyp­tian pa­pyrus. What lit­tle hair he had

    col­lect­ed in white tufts above his ears or trailed from his chin.




    Re­mo looked clos­er. The chop­sticks grasped air. He frowned. “Noth­ing,” he said

    un­hap­pi­ly. The fly was cir­cling the ceil­ing.




    “So it ap­peared to these aged eyes,” said Chi­un.




    “Could you please close the door, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “Why?”




    “I don’t want the fly to es­cape.”




    “Of course, my son,” said Chi­un ami­ably, com­ply­ing with Re­mo’s re­quest. The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju stood qui­et­ly, his head cocked to one side as Re­mo tracked the fly with his

    deep-​set eyes, care­ful not to move un­nec­es­sar­ily. The chop­sticks hung poised in the

    air.




    The fly looped, dipped, and cir­cled Re­mo cu­ri­ous­ly. “The poor fly,” said Chi­un.




    “Shhh!” hissed Re­mo.




    “Alas for the fly. It is hun­gry.”




    “Hush!” said Re­mo.




    “If you would not sit so still,” con­tin­ued Chi­un, “the fly would be able to dis­tin­guish

    you from the oth­er garbage. Heh, heh. Then it could eat its fill. Heh, heh, heh.”




    Re­mo shot Chi­un a with­er­ing look. Chi­un ig­nored him. In­stead, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    dug in­to a pock­et of his suit and pulled out a hand­ful of cashews. He ate one, chew­ing it

    as thor­ough­ly as if it were a tough morsel of steak, and sam­pled an­oth­er.




    Re­mo watched the fly as it spi­raled down to­ward the bowl. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    bal­anced a cashew on the in­dex fin­ger on one long-​nailed hand. He raised the hand

    slight­ly, squint­ing at the fly with a sin­gle bright eye.




    When the fly was al­most to the bowl’s wood­en rim, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sent the cashew

    fly­ing with a flick of his thumb.




    Si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly, Re­mo’s hand flashed out.




    “Got it!” Re­mo shout­ed, stand­ing up. “Look, Lit­tle Fa­ther. “




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hur­ried to Re­mo’s side.




    “Let me see, Re­mo!” he said. “Oooh, how clever you are. “




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said, hold­ing the chop­sticks so that he wouldn’t crush the ob­ject in

    their grasp. “Not many peo­ple could catch a fly on the wing like that, huh?”




    “Not many,” agreed Chi­un, smil­ing be­nign­ly. “And you are not one of them.”




    “What’s that sup­posed to mean?”




    “Look clos­er, O blind one.”




    Re­mo looked clos­er. Caught be­tween the eat­ing im­ple­ments was a hard brown wing­less

    ob­ject. Re­mo dropped it in­to his palm.




    “What is it?” he asked, puz­zled.




    “Search me,” said Chi­un, nib­bling on a hand­ful of cashews. “Want one?” he asked

    po­lite­ly, of­fer­ing Re­mo his open palm.




    Re­mo re­al­ized that he held one of Chi­un’s cashews. He dropped it. “Why’d you have to do

    that, Chi­un?” He de­mand­ed an­gri­ly. “I al­most had him that time.”




    “O piteous dis­ap­point­ment. O mis­er­able fail­ure,” mocked the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.

    “Shall I leave the room so that you may end your wretched life from the shame?”




    “Knock it off,” said Re­mo, set­tling back on­to the mat. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju walked

    over to the win­dow. He came back to Re­mo’s side, ex­ecut­ed a deep bow, and of­fered an

    up­raised palm.




    “What’s this?” Re­mo asked sourly.




    “The ob­ject of your de­sire. O dis­ap­point­ed one,” Chi­un said bland­ly. In his wrin­kled

    palm the fly lay im­mo­bile.




    “For­get it,” Re­mo said de­ject­ed­ly. “I don’t want it any­more. It’s dead.”




    “It is not,” said Chi­un. “It is mere­ly stunned. I do not kill flies.”




    “Un­less you’re paid,” Re­mo said.




    “In ad­vance,” Chi­un agreed with a smile. “You will not ac­cept this hum­ble present?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “A minute ago you were most anx­ious to cap­ture this in­sect.”




    “I want­ed to do it my­self,” Re­mo said testi­ly.




    “Then do it your­self,” said Chi­un, throw­ing the fly in­to the air. It took wing and,

    some­what un­steadi­ly, or­bit­ed the room. “See if I care.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said, com­ing to life. “Just sit qui­et­ly and let me han­dle this.”




    “While you are han­dling it, as you say, talk to me, my son. “




    “About what?” asked Re­mo out of the side of his mouth. He had re­turned to his lo­tus

    po­si­tion and sat still as a stone. “I have in­vest­ed count­less years of my life train­ing a

    white man in the mag­nif­icent art of Sinan­ju, and I walk in­to this room to find my pupil

    en­gaged in non­sense.”




    “It’s not non­sense. It’s a test of skill, catch­ing a fly with chop­sticks. The idea is not

    to hurt him, you know.”




    “Do tell,” Chi­un said in a mock-​Amer­ican ac­cent.




    “I got the idea from a film I rent­ed.”




    “What film?” asked the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, gen­uine­ly cu­ri­ous.




    “This one,” mum­bled Re­mo, sur­rep­ti­tious­ly touch­ing a re­mote con­trol unit be­side

    his leg. Across the room, the TV set winked on. Re­mo pressed an­oth­er switch and the video

    recorder on top of the set start­ed to play.




    Frown­ing, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju watched a scene from the mid­dle of a film. It showed a

    sweaty teenage boy wax­ing a car.




    “Smith told me about it,” Re­mo said. “He said it re­mind­ed him of you and me.”




    “How so?” asked Chi­un.




    “It’s about an Ital­ian kid from Newark who meets this old Japanese guy. The old guy

    teach­es him karate.”




    Chi­un spit on the floor. “Karate was stolen from us. It is not Sinan­ju.”




    “I didn’t say it was. But count the sim­ilar­ities. I’m from Newark.”




    “Your moth­er’s fault, who­ev­er she was.”




    “Re­mo is an Ital­ian name. I might be Ital­ian like the kid in the pic­ture.”




    “Your last name is Williams. That is not Ital­ian.”




    “No, but Re­mo is. I don’t know who my par­ents were, but hav­ing an Ital­ian first name

    must mean some­thing.”




    “It means that your par­ents could not think of an ap­pro­pri­ate name for you,” said

    Chi­un.




    Re­mo frowned. “I wish you wouldn’t in­sult my par­ents so much,” he said. “They might be

    good peo­ple. We don’t know.”




    “Bet­ter not to know. The dis­ap­point­ment is less painful. “




    “Can I fin­ish telling you the sto­ry? Now this kid moves to Cal­ifor­nia, where he meets

    the old Japanese guy, who’s a lot like you.”




    “Show me this old man,” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    Re­mo, see­ing that the fly had re­turned to the win­dow, came out of his im­mo­bile pose

    and lift­ed the re­mote con­trol. He fast-​for­ward­ed the tape un­til a fa­mous Ori­en­tal

    ac­tor ap­peared on the screen.




    “See?” he said, point­ing. “There he is. I told you he kin­da looks like you.”




    When Chi­un looked at Re­mo dis­dain­ful­ly, Re­mo added, “A lit­tle. Around the eyes.”




    “His eyes look Japanese,” Chi­un sniffed. “If my eyes re­sem­bled his eyes I would pluck

    them out of my head and crush them be­neath my feet.”




    Re­mo sighed. “Any­way, he teach­es this kid karate and the kid goes on to win a big karate

    tour­na­ment.”




    “How is that like us? We do not play games. We are as­sas­sins. I have trained you in the

    art of Sinan­ju, from which all the less­er fight­ing arts have been stolen, to be an

    as­sas­sin. I have turned your body in­to one of the finest in­stru­ments of hu­man pow­er

    imag­in­able. Nor­mal­ly I would have done as much for your mind, but you are white and my time

    on earth is not with­out lim­it.”




    “Thanks a lot,” said Re­mo.




    “You are quite wel­come. I am glad now that I made the de­ci­sion not to con­cen­trate on

    your mind, for it is ob­vi­ous­ly con­fused. I ask you to ex­plain your bizarre be­hav­ior and

    you have told me a lame sto­ry about this film. I am still wait­ing for a prop­er

    ex­pla­na­tion.”




    “I was get­ting there.”




    “I am over eighty years along in life. Do not take too long.”




    “One of the things he tried to teach the kid to do is catch a fly with chop­sticks. It’s

    sup­posed to be the mark of a great karate mas­ter. The Japanese guy can’t do it, even though

    he’s been try­ing all his life, but the kid does it af­ter a few lessons.”




    “Goody for him.”




    “I thought I’d try it,” said Re­mo.




    “It is as I thought,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sad­ly.




    “What is?”




    “You are re­gress­ing.”




    “I am not.”




    “De­nial is the first symp­tom of re­gres­sion,” Chi­un pro­nounced se­ri­ous­ly. “Let me

    ex­plain this to you, Re­mo.”




    “Whis­per it,” Re­mo said, sud­den­ly lift­ing the chop­sticks like an­ten­nae. “Here comes

    the fly again.”




    “The thieves who stole karate from the House of Sinan­ju were Ko­re­an. From the lazy south,

    of course. They copied the move­ments, the lit­tle kicks and chop­ping blows of the hand. They

    were like chil­dren pre­tend­ing to be adults. But be­cause they copied mag­nif­icence, as

    in­ept as they were, they achieved a cer­tain medi­ocrity. They could fight, break boards with

    their hands, and be­cause they were all mediocre and knew it, they in­sist­ed on wear­ing belts

    of dif­fer­ent col­ors so that some could pre­tend to be less mediocre than oth­ers of their

    ilk. In truth, they were all in­fe­ri­or to Sinan­ju. And they knew that, as well.”




    “I know that sto­ry,” Re­mo said, watch­ing the fly. “Then you should know that catch­ing

    flies with chop­sticks goes back to the ear­ly days of karate.”




    “That I didn’t know.”




    “Of course not. If you had, you would not now be sham­ing me by copy­ing the mediocre karate

    dancers. “




    “I think it’s a pret­ty fair test of skill. I just want to see if I can do it. What’s your

    prob­lem?”




    “The karate dancers tried to copy Sinan­ju in oth­er ways too,” Chi­un went on as the

    stub­born fly lin­gered over the wood­en bowl. “They, too, at­tempt­ed to hire them­selves out

    to kings and em­per­ors as body­guards. Many karate dancers found that break­ing sticks was not

    the same thing as break­ing bones. In their fol­ly, the karate dancers al­most be­came

    ex­tinct.”




    “Shhh!” said Re­mo.




    The fly sud­den­ly veered from the bowl to­ward Re­mo.




    Re­mo’s hand shot out. The chop­sticks closed. This time they did not click.




    Re­mo looked. Be­tween the tongs, the fly strug­gled, its tiny legs work­ing.




    “Look,” Re­mo said, grin­ning.




    “Go ahead,” said Chi­un bland­ly.




    “Go ahead and what?”




    “The next step. Sure­ly the film re­vealed the next step.”




    “They must have cut that part out,” said Re­mo.




    “I will help you,” said Chi­un hap­pi­ly, edg­ing clos­er to Re­mo. “Lift the fly to your

    face. Keep your eyes care­ful­ly up­on it so that it does not get away.”




    Re­mo did as he was told. The fly buzzed its wings just inch­es in front of his

    high-​cheek­boned face.




    “Are you ready?” asked Chi­un.




    “Yes,” said Re­mo.




    “Now open your mouth. Wide.”




    Re­mo opened his mouth. His brows knit in per­plex­ity. Chi­un took Re­mo’s hand in his and

    guid­ed the chop­sticks clos­er. As he did so, he con­tin­ued his sto­ry. “The karate dancers

    who sur­vived gave up try­ing to be as­sas­sins and re­paired to their vil­lages, where they

    searched for oth­er meth­ods of sus­tain­ing them­selves. But alas, they were poor fish­er­men

    and in­dif­fer­ent farm­ers.”




    “You mean . . . ?” Re­mo asked. Chi­un nod­ded hap­pi­ly.




    Re­mo shut his mouth abrupt­ly.




    Chi­un grinned. “Why do you think they used chop­sticks? It saved them so much time.”




    A pained ex­pres­sion on his face, Re­mo re­leased the fly and let the chop­sticks clat­ter

    in­to his bowl. He pushed the bowl away in dis­gust.




    “You al­ways do this to me,” he com­plained.




    “Is this my thanks for be­ing the bear­er of mes­sages?”




    “What does Smit­ty want now?”




    “Noth­ing that I know of,” an­swered Chi­un. “This mes­sage is from Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo leapt to his feet. His ex­pres­sion be­came one of sur­prised joy. “From Mah-​LO.”




    “Who else would waste ink on a fly-​chas­er such as you?” asked Chi­un, pro­duc­ing an

    en­ve­lope from one vo­lu­mi­nous sleeve.




    Re­mo snatched it like a hun­gry man of­fered bread. Chi­un’s parch­ment face wrin­kled in

    dis­ap­proval. “Do not be so ea­ger,” he sniffed. “She mere­ly asks the same tire­some

    ques­tion put forth in her last twen­ty let­ters. Hon­est­ly, Re­mo, how could you think of

    mar­ry­ing such a nag?”




    “You read my mail?” Re­mo asked, shocked.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju shrugged ca­su­al­ly. “It was dam­aged in tran­sit. The flap was

    loose and the con­tents fell out. “




    Re­mo ex­am­ined the flap. “It’s sealed now.”




    “Of course. If I had not sealed it with my parched old tongue, the let­ter might have

    fall­en out again and be­come lost.”




    Re­mo ig­nored Chi­un’s an­swer and sliced one end of the en­ve­lope open with the sweep of

    a sharp fin­ger­nail. He read the let­ter ea­ger­ly.




    “She says ev­ery­thing is fine in Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said.




    “Tell me some­thing I do not know.”




    “She wants to know when we’re com­ing home.”




    “Tell her you do not know.”




    “Cut it out, Chi­un. We’ve on­ly got an­oth­er few weeks be­fore our con­tract with Smith is

    over. We’re free af­ter that. “




    “What is the rush to re­turn?” said Chi­un. “I have been think­ing. How long has it been

    since we’ve had a va­ca­tion? Per­haps we could tour this won­der­ful land of Amer­ica be­fore

    we leave its shores for­ev­er. By train. The air­planes are no longer re­li­able.”




    “Nei­ther are the trains,” said Re­mo. “And the rush to re­turn is for my wed­ding. Mah-​Li

    and I should have been mar­ried three months ago. The en­gage­ment pe­ri­od was sup­posed to be

    on­ly nine months. I’ve been stuck in Amer­ica now for al­most a year, thanks to you.”




    “Stuck?” squeaked Chi­un, shocked. “How can you say you have been stuck when your ev­ery

    wak­ing hour has been spent in the awe­some pres­ence of Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju?”




    “I’m bored,” said Re­mo. “Smith hasn’t had any as­sign­ments for you late­ly. And I’ve been

    cool­ing my heels in this room so long I’m re­duced to catch­ing flies for en­ter­tain­ment.

    “




    “You could get a job,” sug­gest­ed Chi­un. “It is not un­heard-​of for per­sons such as

    your­self to find hon­est work.”




    “No way,” said Re­mo. “We’ll be out of here be­fore I can read my way through the

    clas­si­fied sec­tion.”




    “Cor­rec­tion,” said Chi­un. “I will be out of here. When my year of ser­vice is

    com­plet­ed-​as­sum­ing Em­per­or Smith and I do not come to a new un­der­stand­ing-​Smith will

    of­fer me re­turn pas­sage to Sinan­ju as a fi­nal pay­ment for the ser­vice I have ren­dered

    him. Be­cause you do not work for him in an of­fi­cial ca­pac­ity, that boon will not be

    ex­tend­ed to your­self.”




    “You wouldn’t leave me strand­ed in Amer­ica, would you, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked

    qui­et­ly.




    “Of course not. I would al­low you to ac­com­pa­ny me.”




    “Then it’s set­tled. I’ll write Mah-​Li to ex­pect us on the first of the month.”




    “Be sure to leave the year blank,” said Chi­un bland­ly. “For we are not re­turn­ing

    di­rect­ly to Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo’s ex­pres­sion be­came stony.




    “I am con­sid­er­ing go­ing on a world tour,” Chi­un said lofti­ly.




    “You’ve seen more of the world than a spy satel­lite. So have I, for that mat­ter. Screw the

    world. And the tour of it.”




    “Oh, this is not a mere tour of the world,” said Chi­un. “This is a world tour, like the

    ones fa­mous peo­ple do.”




    “World tour, tour of the world,” Re­mo said, throw­ing up his hands. “What’s the

    dif­fer­ence?”




    “The dif­fer­ence is that I will be treat­ed like a star in ev­ery cap­ital. I will stay in

    the finest ho­tels. I will be fet­ed by heads of state as be­fits my ex­alt­ed po­si­tion in

    the af­fairs of the world. And of course I will give a ben­efit con­cert in ev­ery ma­jor city.

    I am think­ing of call­ing it the Sinan­ju World Tour.”




    “You can’t sing,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “Nor will I.”




    “You don’t do stand-​up com­edy ei­ther.”




    “I was hop­ing you would per­form that func­tion,” said Chi­un. “I will re­quire a

    warmed-​over act.”




    “That’s warm-​up. Warm-​up act.”




    “A dis­tinc­tion with­out a dif­fer­ence.”




    “Then what, pray tell, will you do at these con­certs?”




    “Why, what I do best.”




    “Heck­le me?”




    “No, in­so­lent one. I will show the world the won­ders of Sinan­ju. For a price, of

    course.”




    “I thought you said these would be ben­efit con­certs.”




    “They will be,” said Chi­un. “They are for the ben­efit of the starv­ing vil­lagers of

    Sinan­ju, who are so poor that some­times they have to drown their in­fants in the cold bay

    be­cause they have no food. Did you ev­er hear of an Ethiopi­an do­ing that? No, yet peo­ple

    give them mil­lions.” Re­mo fold­ed his bare arms.




    “The pic­ture is be­com­ing clear. But wouldn’t per­form­ing feats of Sinan­ju on­stage

    bring us down to the lev­el of the karate dancers?”




    “Re­mo! I am shocked. I do not pro­pose to waste Sinan­ju do­ing stupid mag­ic tricks. No, I

    will first con­tact the lo­cal gov­ern­ments and of­fer to elim­inate their most dan­ger­ous

    crim­inals and po­lit­ical en­emies-​at a re­duced rate. They will bring these wretch­es to the

    ex­hi­bi­tion halls, where I will dis­pose of them be­fore a live au­di­ence, who will

    nat­ural­ly pay for the priv­ilege of watch­ing per­fec­tion at work.”




    “I’m not sure many peo­ple would be in­ter­est­ed in watch­ing you kill peo­ple

    on­stage.”




    “Non­sense. Ex­ecut­ing crim­inals was a high­ly pop­ular en­ter­tain­ment in Ro­man times.

    In fact, that is where I will launch the Sinan­ju World Tour. In Rome.”




    “You could clean up, at that,” Re­mo said thought­ful­ly.




    “Oh, the live au­di­ence is noth­ing. They will be there mere­ly to pro­vide ap­plause. The

    re­al mon­ey is in the TV rights. I will sell rights to the con­certs to the net­works of

    coun­tries on the for­mal tour, which will nat­ural­ly cre­ate in­ter­est in fur­ther

    tours.”




    “This could go on for years,” Re­mo said with a sigh.




    “By the time we re­turn to Sinan­ju, we will be wealthy men and will have cre­at­ed new

    mar­kets for our il­lus­tri­ous de­scen­dants. Think of their grat­itude, Re­mo.”




    “You think of their grat­itude. I’m think­ing that if I don’t re­turn to Sinan­ju soon, I

    won’t have any de­scen­dants.”




    “Just like you to think of sex when your mind should be on mat­ters of last­ing

    im­por­tance,” Chi­un scold­ed.




    “I’m not think­ing of sex. I’m think­ing of Mah-​Li. You just don’t want me to set­tle down.

    You think if we go back to Sinan­ju, the vil­lagers will fall all over me like they did last

    time and ig­nore you be­cause I promised to sup­port the vil­lage af­ter you re­tire.”




    “You lie. My vil­lagers love me. They wor­ship the very path I walk up­on.”




    “As long as the path is paved with gold, yes.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stamped an an­gry san­dal, but said noth­ing. His cheeks puffed out

    in re­pressed fury.




    “And I’m not play­ing sec­ond ba­nana to you in any freak­ing world tour,” Re­mo added.

    “That’s fi­nal.”




    “I will let you be my per­son­al man­ag­er, then,” Chi­un said testi­ly. “But it is my

    fi­nal of­fer.”




    “Pass,” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un opened his mouth to an­swer but was in­ter­rupt­ed by a knock at the door.




    “En­ter,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju grand­ly.




    “This is my room, re­mem­ber?” Re­mo point­ed out.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith en­tered the room look­ing as pale as the gray three-​piece suit

    hang­ing off his spare frame. He was a sym­pho­ny in pal­lor. His sparse hair near­ly matched

    his white shirt, and be­hind rim­less glass­es his fran­tic eyes were col­or co­or­di­nat­ed

    with his suit. He tight­ened his Dart­mouth tie un­til the knot threat­ened to stran­gle

    him.




    “Hail, Em­per­or Smith, Keep­er of the Con­sti­tu­tion and de­fend­er of the se­cret

    or­ga­ni­za­tion called CURE, about which we are in bliss­ful ig­no­rance,” Chi­un said in a

    loud voice.




    “Shhh!” hissed Smith, his pinched face pal­ing even more. “Not so loud. And what are you two

    do­ing to­geth­er? “




    “Singing your prais­es,” said Chi­un.




    “Hav­ing a fam­ily ar­gu­ment,” said Re­mo.




    “You’re not sup­posed to be seen to­geth­er while you are re­sid­ing here at Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium. I de­lib­er­ate­ly gave you sep­arate quar­ters for that rea­son. Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, I will have to ask you to re­turn to your room. It is crit­ical that the Fol­croft

    per­son­nel con­tin­ue to be­lieve you to be a pa­tient here.”




    “It will be done,” said Chi­un, bow­ing. But he did not move from his place in the mid­dle

    of the room.




    Smith turned to Re­mo Williams.




    “Re­mo, we have a prob­lem. A grave prob­lem,” he blurt­ed.




    “Don’t talk to me. Talk to him,” protest­ed Re­mo, point­ing to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “He

    works for you. I don’t.”




    “This has noth­ing to do with CURE op­er­ations,” said Smith, wip­ing his shiny up­per lip

    with a gray hand­ker­chief. “The grass needs cut­ting and the hedges are ex­treme­ly

    ragged.”




    “Why talk to me? You have a gar­den­ing staff.”




    “Our agree­ment was that I pro­vide this room for your use and you would be on the Fol­croft

    em­ploy­ee records as the head gar­den­er. Sure­ly you re­mem­ber.”




    “Oh, right. It’s just that this is the first time you’ve asked me to do any­thing.”




    “You will have to for­give my son,” said Chi­un grave­ly. “He is fright­ened by work. Just

    be­fore you en­tered, he turned down an ex­cel­lent job op­por­tu­ni­ty in­volv­ing fame,

    trav­el, and a mod­est salary. “




    “Mod­est, huh?” Re­mo shot back.




    “I pay ac­cord­ing to worth. In your case, I was will­ing to pay more be­cause we may be

    dis­tant­ly re­lat­ed, but you have turned me down, so it is of no use to dis­cuss it fur­ther.

    But Em­per­or Smith has al­ways been gen­er­ous to you. Per­haps you should lis­ten to his fine

    of­fer.”




    “This is an emer­gen­cy, Re­mo.”




    “Oh? Has the crab­grass got­ten in­to the com­put­ers again?”




    “I’ve just re­ceived no­tice that the Vice-​Pres­ident is com­ing here to­mor­row. Some­how,

    Fol­croft has been se­lect­ed as a stop in his cam­paign for the pres­iden­cy. He’s slat­ed to

    make an im­por­tant speech at nine a.m. All the net­works will be here.”




    “Can’t you wave him off?” asked Re­mo. “Call the Pres­ident?”




    “I tried. The Pres­ident thinks that if he pulls any strings, it will just draw at­ten­tion

    to Fol­croft. I have to agree with him. If we just bat­ten down the hatch­es and ride out the

    storm, we should be all right. The Vice-​Pres­ident has no inkling that Fol­croft San­itar­ium

    is the cov­er for CURE.”




    “So what’s the prob­lem?”




    “I told you. The grass and the shrub­bery. They’re a mess. The reg­ular gar­den­ing crew has

    gone home for the day and there won’t be enough time for them to spruce up the grounds. They

    want them fixed up.”




    “I was nev­er good with gar­den­ing tools,” Re­mo said. “I have a brown thumb or

    some­thing.”




    “Nev­er mind the tools. Af­ter dark, when the ad­vance men are gone and we’re on skele­ton

    staff, can’t you do some­thing, um … spe­cial?”




    Re­mo looked at his fin­ger­nails. They were clipped short, but through years of di­et and

    spe­cial ex­er­cis­es they had hard­ened un­til they were as sharp as the finest sur­gi­cal

    scalpels.




    “Oh, I sup­pose,” Re­mo said air­ily. “For a price.”




    “What?” Smith asked cau­tious­ly.




    “When Chi­un’s year is up, I get to ac­com­pa­ny him on the sub­ma­rine ride back to

    Sinan­ju. “




    “Con­sid­er it a wed­ding present,” said Smith, who had planned all along to make sure that

    Re­mo re­turned to North Ko­rea with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Twen­ty years of his life spent

    deal­ing with the two of them was more than his share.




    “You were right, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said, grin­ning at Chi­un. “Smith is a gen­er­ous

    guy.”




    “Too gen­er­ous,” said Chi­un, turn­ing to leave.




    “Just a minute, please, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith called.




    “Yes?”




    “I’m afraid I will have to ask you to sur­ren­der your Amer­ican Ex­press Gold Card.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s aged hand flashed to a pock­et of his suit. “My won­der card? The

    one you gave me when I reen­tered your ser­vice? The card which I show to mer­chants when­ev­er

    I pur­chase their wares, which so im­press­es them that they do not ask me for pay­ment?”




    “It’s not my do­ing,” said Smith. “The com­pa­ny is re­call­ing it. As cosig­na­to­ry,

    they’ve asked me to make good on all un­paid bills and ten­der the card to them.”




    “Bills?”




    “Yes, the pay­ment re­quests they send each month. Didn’t you re­ceive them?”




    “Since I re­turned to your shores, I have been plagued by much junk mail,” ad­mit­ted

    Chi­un. “Of­fers of in­fe­ri­or cards which are not gold, and use­less mag­azine

    sub­scrip­tions. I throw them all out, of course. Isn’t that what Amer­icans rou­tine­ly do

    with junk mail?”




    “Junk mail, yes. Bills, no. You are ex­pect­ed to pay for all cred­it-​card

    pur­chas­es.”




    “No one told me this,” Chi­un said firm­ly.




    “I thought you un­der­stood. I told you when I got you the card that you were re­spon­si­ble

    for it. It was not part of our con­tract, but a way of ad­vanc­ing you spend­ing mon­ey un­til

    you got set­tled here. I’m sor­ry if you mis­un­der­stood.” Smith held out his hand. “Now, the

    card, please.”




    Slow­ly, al­most tear­ful­ly, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju plucked the gold-​col­ored plas­tic

    card from his per­son and sur­ren­dered it.




    Smith broke the card in half.




    “Ai­iie!” wailed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “You des­ecrat­ed it. It was one of a kind.”




    “Non­sense,” said Smith flat­ly. “Most Amer­icans have them. “




    “Then I want one too. An­oth­er card.”




    “You’ll have to take that up with Amer­ican Ex­press. But I think you’ll have a prob­lem.

    Your cred­it his­to­ry is a dis­as­ter.”




    “I tried to ex­plain it to him,” Re­mo told Smith. “But he wouldn’t lis­ten to me.”




    “Go tend to the em­per­or’s needs,” snapped the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, stalk­ing from the

    room. “Oh, woe is me, for I have trained an as­sas­sin and end­ed up with a weed killer. “




    Smith looked at the VCR, which was still run­ning. “Did you en­joy the movie?” he asked.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Dr. Harold W. Smith was in a pan­ic.




    “I’m sor­ry,” he said. “It’s sim­ply im­pos­si­ble. I will be tied up with ur­gent busi­ness

    all day. “




    “What can be so ur­gent about run­ning a san­itar­ium?” asked Har­mon Cash­man. As the

    ad­vance man for the Vice-​Pres­ident, he was used to deal­ing with flus­tered of­fi­cials. But

    this lemon-​faced bu­reau­crat, Smith, act­ed as if the sky was falling.




    Smith bus­ied him­self try­ing to get the child­proof cap off a bot­tle of as­pirin. He was

    sit­ting be­hind the big oak desk in his dingy of­fice in the south wing of Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium. Be­hind him, the wa­ters of Long Is­land Sound danced qui­et­ly. The cap would

    not come off and a sheen of sweat broke over Smith’s bald­ing fore­head.




    “Take it easy, Smith,” Cash­man said sooth­ing­ly. “Here, let me help you with that.” He

    gen­tly took the as­pirin bot­tle from Smith’s shak­ing hands and worked the cap

    con­fi­dent­ly. As he did so, he kept talk­ing.




    “By the way, that was an ex­cel­lent job your peo­ple did on the grounds. The place looks as

    sharp as an old-​fash­ioned straight-​ra­zor shave.”




    “Thank you,” said Dr. Smith, clench­ing his hands to­geth­er. He was prac­ti­cal­ly

    wring­ing them. “But what you ask is out of the ques­tion.”




    “Look, the speech won’t last more than a half-​hour. Your part won’t take two min­utes. It’s

    cus­tom­ary when a pres­iden­tial can­di­date gives a speech be­fore an in­sti­tu­tion like

    this one to have its high­est of­fi­cial for­mal­ly in­tro­duce him.”




    “I get ner­vous at pub­lic func­tions. I get tongue-​tied. I tense up. I’ll ru­in the

    en­tire pro­ceed­ing, I just know I will.” Har­mon Cash­man was in­clined to agree with Smith.

    The man was a wreck. He thought of try­ing the “but-​this-​man-​may-​be-​our-​next-​Pres­ident”

    ap­proach, but de­cid­ed against it. Smith might have a heart at­tack and that would re­al­ly

    screw up the day’s sched­ule. The Vice-​Pres­ident’s mo­tor­cade was al­ready en route.




    Cash­man con­sid­ered fu­ri­ous­ly. He twist­ed the safe­ty cap un­til its plas­tic edges

    scraped his fin­ger­tips raw. “What is this stuff?”




    “Chil­dren’s as­pirin,” said Smith dis­tract­ed­ly. “My stom­ach is too sen­si­tive for

    adult dosages.”




    Cash­man rec­og­nized a draw­ing of a fa­mous car­toon char­ac­ter on the la­bel. “A

    child-​proof cap on a bot­tle of kids’ as­pirin? Isn’t that kind of de­feat­ing the

    pur­pose?”




    “Could you please hur­ry? My headache is get­ting worse.”




    “If it’s the pounder you say it is, these won’t make much of a dent.”




    Smith sud­den­ly snatched the bot­tle from Cash­man’s hand and cracked it against the edge

    of the desk. It broke open. Pink and or­ange tablets scat­tered ev­ery­where. He gulped down

    four tablets, chas­ing them with a glass of min­er­al wa­ter.




    Har­mon Cash­man looked at Smith a long time. This guy need­ed a long va­ca­tion, he

    de­cid­ed. Prob­ably in a padded cell.




    “All right,” Cash­man said re­signed­ly. “Maybe we can get the may­or to do the hon­ors.

    I’ll have to give him a call. What’s the name of this town, any­way?”




    “Rye. New York.”




    “I know the state. I’m not that over­worked. Let me use your phone.”




    “No, not that one!” Smith screamed, fran­ti­cal­ly throw­ing him­self across a red

    tele­phone in one cor­ner of the desk. Smith swept it in­to a top desk draw­er. “It’s bro­ken,”

    he ex­plained weak­ly.




    “Yeah, wouldn’t want to elec­tro­cute my­self di­al­ing a bro­ken phone,” Cash­man said

    slow­ly, ac­cept­ing the re­ceiv­er of a stan­dard of­fice phone. As he di­aled, he told Smith,

    “The Vice-​Pres­ident’s not go­ing to be hap­py, you know. He re­quest­ed that he be

    in­tro­duced by you per­son­al­ly.”




    Smith scooped up an­oth­er as­pirin and swal­lowed it dry. He coughed for five min­utes

    with­out stop­ping as Har­mon Cash­man, one fin­ger in his free ear, asked the may­or of Rye to

    per­form a civic du­ty that any­one would have giv­en a year’s salary to per­form. Ex­cept Dr.

    Harold W. Smith.




    The Vice-​Pres­ident’s mo­tor­cade ar­rived a crisp two min­utes be­fore the speech was to

    be­gin. Over the sprawl­ing grounds of Fol­croft San­itar­ium, se­cu­ri­ty he­li­copters

    or­bit­ed nois­ily. The Se­cret Ser­vice had al­ready been through the grounds and the big

    L-​shaped brick build­ing that con­sti­tut­ed the Fol­croft com­plex-​but was al­so the nerve

    cen­ter of Amer­ica’s deep­est se­cu­ri­ty se­cret, CURE.




    Smith sat ner­vous­ly on a fold­ing chair. He had pur­pose­ly cho­sen a seat in the back

    be­hind two very tall men, so the tele­vi­sion cam­eras would not record his face. He had tried

    to avoid sit­ting with the oth­er VIPs on the hasti­ly erect­ed plat­form, but Har­mon Cash­man

    re­fused to hear of it.




    Smith’s watch read on­ly 8:54 a.m. and he had al­ready de­cid­ed that it was the worst day

    of his life. Fol­croft San­itar­ium, which had been con­vert­ed in­to CURE’s op­er­ational

    head­quar­ters in the ear­ly six­ties, had nev­er been ex­posed to pub­lic at­ten­tion like

    this. Smith had run it qui­et­ly and ef­fi­cient­ly for more than two decades so that no un­due

    at­ten­tion was at­tached to it. He had con­duct­ed his pri­vate life just as

    self-​ef­fac­ing­ly. And now this had come out of the blue.




    Smith tried to tell him­self that it was a brief storm that would soon pass. CURE had been

    com­pro­mised more than once in its long his­to­ry, and this was af­ter all, mere­ly a

    schedul­ing fluke of a politi­cian who might soon be Smith’s im­me­di­ate su­pe­ri­or. But the

    num­bers of Se­cret Ser­vice men crawl­ing over the com­plex made him feel some­how vi­olat­ed.

    He had tak­en ev­ery pre­cau­tion to avoid any dif­fi­cul­ty, in­clud­ing send­ing Re­mo and

    Chi­un away for the day.




    But Smith had al­ready slipped up once-​for­get­ting to hide the di­al­less red tele­phone

    which was his di­rect link to the White House. For­tu­nate­ly, no one would ev­er sus­pect its

    true func­tion. The on­ly oth­er tan­gi­ble ev­idence of CURE op­er­ations-​his desk­top

    com­put­er ter­mi­nal-​sank in­to his desk at a touch of a hid­den stud. It ac­cessed a

    world­wide net­work of da­ta links through com­put­ers hid­den be­hind a wall in Fol­croft’s

    base­ment, No ca­su­al search would ev­er find them, ei­ther.




    Smith tried to re­lax as the Vice-​Pres­ident’s limou­sine pulled up and the man him­self

    stepped out, but­ton­ing his coat and try­ing to keep his thin hair from be­ing blown in­to

    dis­ar­ray. The Vice-​Pres­ident climbed the plat­form steps and the VIPs came to their feet,

    ea­ger to shake his hand. Smith re­mained seat­ed, just in case. Maybe this would not be so

    bad.




    “Where is Dr. Smith?” a voice asked. Smith felt his heart clutch. The in­quir­ing voice was

    that of the Vice-​Pres­ident him­self.




    Har­mon Cash­man ush­ered the Vice-​Pres­ident in­to Smith’s pres­ence. Smith came to his

    feet awk­ward­ly.




    “Here he is, Mr. Vice-​Pres­ident. May I present Dr. Harold W. Smith?”




    “Ah,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident, grin­ning crooked­ly. “Glad to meet you at last. I’ve heard

    a lot about you, Smith.”




    “You have?” Smith croaked, shak­ing the man’s hand limply.




    “Har­mon tells me you were very ner­vous about this vis­it.”




    “Er, yes,” Smith said. He felt sud­den­ly gid­dy.




    “Not many men would turn their nose up at any op­por­tu­ni­ty like this, so they tell me.

    Har­mon in­forms me you act like a man car­ry­ing a guilty se­cret. But of course that can’t

    be, now can it? Af­ter all, you are the di­rec­tor of this ex­cel­lent health fa­cil­ity. Your

    busi­ness is cur­ing peo­ple.”




    “Of course not,” said Smith, feel­ing his knees go weak. And then they ush­ered the

    Vice-​Pres­ident to a seat, where he was sur­round­ed by Se­cret Ser­vice agents car­ry­ing

    walkie-​talkies.




    Smith sank back in­to his chair shak­ily. His bit­ter face was whiter than his shirt. The

    Vice-​Pres­ident’s words had hit too close to home. Of course, they were a jest. But even so,

    Smith was an­gry at him­self for hav­ing been so flus­tered as to draw at­ten­tion to his

    re­luc­tance to be a part of the cer­emo­ny. Still, if all went smooth­ly, there would be no

    per­ma­nent harm done.




    When the Vice-​Pres­ident was seat­ed, the au­di­ence took their seats. Rows of fold­ing

    chairs had been as­sem­bled on the Fol­croft lawn. A few mem­bers of Fol­croft’s staff had been

    al­lowed to join the hand­picked crowd of sup­port­ers. Smith no­ticed his sec­re­tary, Mrs.

    Mikul­ka, seat­ed in the back, beam­ing with pride. The may­or strode to the podi­um,

    ad­just­ed the mi­cro­phone, and gave a short speech in­tro­duc­ing the Vice-​Pres­ident,

    end­ing it with a wel­com­ing sweep of his hand and the words. “And now, the next Pres­ident of

    the Unit­ed States!”




    The Vice-​Pres­ident came to his feet and re­but­toned his coat as he walked up to the

    podi­um.




    “Thank you for the warm re­cep­tion,” he said, try­ing to still the loud ap­plause with a

    quelling mo­tion of his hand as, off to the side, his cam­paign staff gave the se­cret sig­nals

    to keep the ap­plause high and loud. The net­work news crews oblig­ing­ly record­ed what

    ap­peared to be a spon­ta­neous out­burst of en­thu­si­asm.




    “Thank you,” the Vice-​Pres­ident re­peat­ed. Fi­nal­ly he gave his own sig­nal and his

    cam­paign staff passed along the fin­ger-​code mes­sage for the au­di­ence to sub­side. And

    they did.




    “Well, I haven’t had a re­cep­tion like that since the Iowa cau­cus­es,” the

    Vice-​Pres­ident joked. The au­di­ence chuck­led in ap­proval.




    “I’m here to­day,” the Vice-​Pres­ident went on, “to reaf­firm a pledge I made way, way back

    when this cam­paign start­ed. Now, it’s no se­cret that there’s been a lot of crit­icism of the

    cur­rent ad­min­is­tra­tion-​of which I have been an ac­tive par­tic­ipant, of

    course-​re­gard­ing covert ac­tiv­ities. Some peo­ple be­lieve that the cur­rent

    ad­min­is­tra­tion has been com­mit­ted to covert ac­tion, to ex­trale­gal pur­suit of its

    pol­icy aims, and, in gen­er­al, to op­er­at­ing out­side of con­sti­tu­tion­al

    au­thor­ity.”




    Dr. Harold Smith felt his mouth sud­den­ly go dry. “Now, I wan­na tell you that that won’t

    hap­pen in my ad­min­is­tra­tion.”




    The crowd ap­plaud­ed sup­port­ive­ly.




    “I was not a part of any of that stuff un­der the cur­rent Pres­ident, a man I very much

    ad­mire, and I’m not gonna stand for it when I sit in that Oval Of­fice down in Wash­ing­ton.

    No way. It won’t hap­pen. That’s a promise.”




    He’s just pol­itick­ing, Harold Smith told him­self, his heart rac­ing. This is cam­paign

    rhetoric. It means noth­ing. “Now, I won’t tell you that buried in the CIA or the De­fense

    In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy or else­where in the in­tel­li­gence com­mu­ni­ty there might not have

    been rogue op­er­ations in the past. Some may still ex­ist as holdovers from pre­vi­ous

    ad­min­is­tra­tions. Well, when I get there, I’m gonna root ‘em out. Yes, sir.”




    This is cheer­lead­ing, Smith told him­self. Noth­ing more. But he felt a chill that wasn’t

    car­ried by the late-​fall breeze. “For all I know, there are ex­trale­gal,

    ex­tra­con­sti­tu­tion­al or­ga­ni­za­tions in ex­is­tence at this very mo­ment,

    im­ple­ment­ing pol­icy and con­duct­ing op­er­ations,” the Vice-​Pres­ident con­tin­ued,

    jab­bing a fin­ger at the au­di­ence em­phat­ical­ly. “I want those folks to know that their

    days are num­bered. When I get in there, I’m gonna clean house.”




    The au­di­ence ap­plaud­ed wild­ly. Smith sank low­er in his seat. His headache was com­ing

    back with a vengeance. The Vice-​Pres­ident looked around the crowd. He beamed. He drank in the

    ap­proval of the au­di­ence. His lift­ed hand could not qui­et them. He glanced back at the

    seat­ed VIP’s and grinned boy­ish­ly, as if to say: what can I do? They love me.




    But when his eyes locked with those of Dr. Harold W. Smith, he winked know­ing­ly.




    Smith, seat­ed at one end of the back row, turned around and, un­der cov­er of the

    thun­der­ous ap­plause, vom­it­ed over the back of the podi­um.




    When he was done, he twist­ed back in­to his seat and wiped his mouth free of food

    flecks.




    The Vice-​Pres­ident knew. His wink was a clear warn­ing. Some­how, he had learned about

    CURE. And he in­tend­ed to close it down. It was all over.




    Harold Smith sat stony and un­hear­ing as the Vice-​Pres­ident’s speech droned on for

    an­oth­er twen­ty min­utes. Af­ter the last rip­ple of ap­plause had fad­ed, the

    Vice-​Pres­ident was hus­tled back to his limou­sine by the Se­cret Ser­vice and whisked out

    the stone gates of Fol­croft San­itar­ium.




    Like a man who had been con­demned to death, Smith stum­bled back to his of­fice. He did not

    hear the hard clap­ping of wood chairs be­ing fold­ed and stacked, or the cheer­ful chat­ter of

    his sec­re­tary as she fol­lowed him back to the of­fice. He did not feel the wind on his cheek

    or the sun on his stooped shoul­ders. He did not hear or feel any­thing be­cause he knew that

    his life was over.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Michael “The Prince” Prin­cip­pi had come a long way in his quest for the Demo­crat­ic

    pres­iden­tial nom­ina­tion. When he had first broached the pos­si­bil­ity of run­ning for the

    high­est of­fice in the land, they laughed at him. Even his chief sup­port­ers voiced se­ri­ous

    reser­va­tions.




    “You’re a sit­ting gov­er­nor,” they said. “If you lose, you’ll nev­er get re­elect­ed in

    this state. They’ll call you an op­por­tunist who’s us­ing the of­fice as a step­ping-​stone to

    na­tion­al of­fice.”




    “I’ll take that chance,” he told them.




    “No one knows you. Na­tion­al­ly, you’re a nonen­ti­ty.”




    “So was Jim­my Carter, and look what he did in sev­en­ty-​six. “




    “Yeah, and look what hap­pened to him in eighty. To­day the guy couldn’t get nom­inat­ed to

    run a bake sale.”




    “I’m not Jim­my Carter. I’m Michael Prin­cip­pi, the Prince of Pol­itics. Even my en­emies

    call me that. “




    One by one, he had shot down their mis­giv­ings, their weak ar­gu­ments, their timid

    ob­jec­tions, un­til he knew in his heart he was pres­iden­tial tim­ber. But his sup­port­ers

    re­mained un­con­vinced.




    “You don’t look pres­iden­tial,” they fi­nal­ly said.




    “What do you mean, pres­iden­tial?” he had asked. “I’m a two-​term gov­er­nor of a ma­jor

    in­dus­tri­al state. I’ve been in pol­itics all of my adult life.”




    They had shuf­fled their feet and looked down at the car­pet. Fi­nal­ly one of them had

    blurt­ed out the ob­jec­tion that was on all their minds.




    “You’re too short,” he said. “Too eth­nic,” an­oth­er one added. “You’re not the type,” a

    third of­fered.




    “What is the type, then?” he had asked, won­der­ing if he should throw them out of the

    house. Then he re­mem­bered it wasn’t his house, but that of a fi­nan­cial back­er who had

    giv­en them the use of it for this strat­egy meet­ing. The gov­er­nor’s own house was too small

    for his fam­ily, nev­er mind staff meet­ings.




    “John F. Kennedy,” they cho­rused.




    “Look at the rest of the Demo­crat­ic pack,” one of them ex­plained. “You can bare­ly tell

    them apart. They all have the same hair­cut, the same hearty face. They copy his man­ner­isms,

    his speak­ing style. Hell, half their speech­es are rewrites of the ‘Ask Not What Your Coun­try

    Can Do,’ chest­nut. You’ll nev­er be able to pull it off. We think you should for­get it,

    Prince.”




    But he didn’t for­get it. The man his cronies called the Prince of Pol­itics knew that the

    very rea­son his sup­port­ers didn’t think he stood a chance at get­ting the nom­ina­tion was

    go­ing to cat­apult him in­to the White House. In a crowd­ed field of tall, rangy Kennedy

    clones, he was a short, in­tense man with a slight­ly hooked nose and dark bushy eye­brows. In

    a sea of sandy-​haired can­di­dates, he was the on­ly brunet. In de­bate af­ter de­bate, as the

    cam­eras panned the seat­ed de­baters, he stood out, dis­tinct and sep­arate.




    This strat­egy had worked for Michael Prin­cip­pi in one of the most heav­ily Irish states

    in the Union. Among the Con­nollys and the Don­nellys, the Car­ring­tons and the Har­ring­tons,

    the O’Rourkes and Mac­In­tyres, Michael Prin­cip­pi stood out like a raisin in a bowl of snow

    peas.




    It was even more ef­fec­tive on na­tion­al tele­vi­sion. In de­bate af­ter de­bate, Michael

    Prin­cip­pi had held his own in his qui­et con­fi­dent man­ner. The poll­sters swift­ly

    sin­gled him out as a dark horse, a long shot, an out­sider in a race where ev­ery oth­er

    can­di­date primped and stud­ied for hours to blend in with the pack. And one af­ter the

    oth­er, the oth­er would-​be can­di­dates had dropped out un­til the Demo­crat­ic con­ven­tion,

    in one of the swiftest counts in re­cent his­to­ry, had gone with him on the first bal­lot.




    The lat­est polls had Michael Prin­cip­pi slight­ly ahead of the Re­pub­li­can nom­inee,

    with just days to go un­til the na­tion went to the polls. That slight mar­gin was

    mean­ing­less, he knew. And so he cam­paigned as if his very po­lit­ical fu­ture was at stake.

    Be­cause it was.




    At a cam­paign stop in Ten­nessee, he took time out of his busy sched­ule to watch his

    ri­val, the Vice-​Pres­ident, give a speech. He switched on the ho­tel-​room tele­vi­sion and,

    dis­miss­ing his key aides, set­tled on­to the un­made bed to watch.




    The speech was broad­cast live from the grounds of an in­sti­tu­tion in New York State.




    The speech was a bore. The Vice-​Pres­ident gave it his best prep­py shot, but it was the

    stan­dard “I’m go­ing-​to-​clean-​up-​the-​dark-​cor­ners” speech Michael Prin­cip­pi had

    giv­en when he was first elect­ed gov­er­nor. But as the speech went on, the Vice-​Pres­ident

    grew more in­tense, his voice fill­ing with con­vic­tion. It made Michael Prin­cip­pi stop and

    think about a let­ter he had re­ceived over the week­end. A very strange let­ter.




    When the speech had end­ed, the net­work an­chor­man came on with an in­stant wrap-​up that

    was half as long as the speech it­self and not near­ly as clear. The an­chor­man signed off

    with the re­dun­dant re­minder that he was “Re­port­ing live from the grounds of Fol­croft

    San­ita­tri­um, in Rye, New York. “




    For some rea­son, the name Fol­croft sound­ed fa­mil­iar to Michael Prin­cip­pi, but he

    couldn’t place it. Then he re­mem­bered. The let­ter.




    Prin­cip­pi bounced off the bed and shut off the TV on his way to his brief­case.




    He pulled the let­ter from a pock­et of the brief­case and shook it from its en­ve­lope as

    he set­tled in­to a chair. He had as­sumed it was a crank let­ter, but it was so crammed with

    facts and de­tails that he held on to it. Just in case.




    The let­ter was ad­dressed to him per­son­al­ly, the en­ve­lope marked per­son­al and

    con­fi­den­tial. It had been post­marked in Seoul, South Ko­rea. Michael Prin­cip­pi skimmed

    the let­ter again, look­ing for the name.




    Yes, there it was. Fol­croft San­itar­ium. His eyes jumped back to the be­gin­ning and he

    read the let­ter quick­ly. When he was done, he read it all over again more slow­ly.




    The let­ter pur­port­ed to re­veal the ex­is­tence of a high­ly se­cret gov­ern­men­tal

    agen­cy that op­er­at­ed from the cov­er of Fol­croft San­itar­ium and was run by Dr. Harold W.

    Smith. The or­ga­ni­za­tion was known as CURE. Its let­ters sig­ni­fied noth­ing, said the

    let­ter. It was no acronym, but a state­ment of in­tent. Set up to cure Amer­ica of its

    in­ter­nal ills, un­der Dr. Smith CURE had be­come a rogue op­er­ation, no longer

    re­spon­si­ble to pres­iden­tial or con­sti­tu­tion­al re­stric­tions. With ac­cess to the

    com­put­er files of ev­ery gov­ern­ment agen­cy and ma­jor cor­po­ra­tion in Amer­ica, CURE was

    the ul­ti­mate Big Broth­er.




    More damn­ing than the pri­va­cy is­sues at stake, the let­ter writ­er went on, CURE had

    hired as its en­force­ment agents the aged head of a house of pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sins,

    whose name was Chi­un. He was the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, a ruth­less, vi­cious pro­fes­sion­al

    killer. The let­ter went on to re­late that this Chi­un had trained a sup­pos­ed­ly dead

    Amer­ican po­lice of­fi­cer, one Re­mo Williams, in the dead­ly art of Sinan­ju. To­geth­er,

    un­der Dr. Smith’s di­rec­tion, the pair had been the un­of­fi­cial in­stru­ments of do­mes­tic

    pol­icy for sev­er­al ad­min­is­tra­tions, of­ten re­sort­ing to as­sas­si­na­tion and ter­ror.

    The let­ter con­clud­ed with the hope that Michael Prin­cip­pi might use this in­for­ma­tion to

    fur­ther his quest for the pres­iden­cy. The let­ter was signed, sim­ply, “Tulip.”




    Michael Prin­cip­pi fold­ed the let­ter thought­ful­ly and re­placed it in its en­ve­lope.

    It was on his mind that maybe he was not the on­ly one to re­ceive such a let­ter from the

    mys­te­ri­ous Tulip. Per­haps the Vice-​Pres­ident had got­ten one too. That would cer­tain­ly

    ex­plain why a speech about covert op­er­ations was giv­en at an odd place like Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium.




    Michael Prin­cip­pi de­cid­ed to look in­to the spe­cif­ic de­tails the let­ter claimed

    would prove that CURE ex­ist­ed.




    Af­ter that he would have his writ­ers pre­pare a speech in which Michael Prin­cip­pi, too,

    promised Amer­ica that when he as­sumed of­fice the Amer­ican in­tel­li­gence com­mu­ni­ty

    would be purged of all ex­trale­gal op­er­ations. Scratch that, he thought quick­ly. He would

    ask the writ­ers to put it an­oth­er way-​one which would show both the Vice-​Pres­ident and

    the head of CURE that Michael Prin­cip­pi was on top of in­tel­li­gence mat­ters too.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith wait­ed un­til the Vice-​Pres­ident’s en­tourage had left the Fol­croft

    grounds be­fore he called the Pres­ident.




    To pass the time, he locked his of­fice door on his gush­ing sec­re­tary-​who couldn’t get

    over the fact that Fol­croft had host­ed the Vice-​Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States-​and

    brought up the con­cealed com­put­er ter­mi­nal from its desk­top re­cess.




    Smith scanned the di­gest feeds of pos­si­ble CURE-​re­lat­ed news events. There were the

    usu­al gang­land mur­ders, up­dates on on­go­ing fed­er­al in­ves­ti­ga­tions,

    na­tion­al-​se­cu­ri­ty bul­letins, and CIA “burn no­tices.” Noth­ing of im­me­di­ate

    im­por­tance. To­day noth­ing would have seemed im­por­tant. But some­how the flash­ing green

    blocks of da­ta smoothed Harold W. Smith’s un­qui­et soul. Seat­ed be­hind a com­put­er screen,

    he was in his el­ement.




    When he was done, Smith re­moved the red tele­phone from the desk draw­er and picked up the

    re­ceiv­er. He cleared his throat as, with­out any oth­er ac­tion on his part, an iden­ti­cal

    phone some­where in the White House be­gan ring­ing.




    “Hel­lo?” said the cheery voice of the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. “I hope this isn’t

    an emer­gen­cy. I’m re­al­ly en­joy­ing my last few weeks in of­fice. Do you know that I’ve had

    three of­fers this week to play my­self in a movie? My ad­vis­ers say it would de­mean the

    of­fice if I ac­cept­ed them, but I don’t know. I’m go­ing to have a lot of time on my hands

    and, darn it, I’d like to get in front of the cam­eras again. What do you think?”




    With­out skip­ping a beat, Smith plunged in­to what he had to say. “Mr. Pres­ident, we’ve

    been com­pro­mised.”




    “The So­vi­ets?” The Pres­ident’s voice shook.




    “No.”




    “The Chi­nese?”




    “No, Mr. Pres­ident. It is not a for­eign mat­ter. I have rea­son to be­lieve that your

    Vice-​Pres­ident has learned about CURE.”




    “Well, I didn’t tell him,” the Pres­ident in­sist­ed.




    “Thank you for vol­un­teer­ing that, Mr. Pres­ident. I need­ed to hear it di­rect­ly from

    you, just to keep the record straight. That set­tled, he does know. He just gave a speech on

    the ground of my cov­er in­sti­tu­tion in which he all but ac­knowl­edged it open­ly.”




    “Well, what’s so bad about that? When he’s elect­ed, he’ll be your boss. At least it won’t

    be a shock to him like it was to me. Why, I re­mem­ber when the last Pres­ident broke the news

    to me, I-“




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith cut in. “That’s not the point. Lis­ten care­ful­ly. First,

    some­how the in­for­ma­tion got out. That means a leak some­where. Sec­ond, the

    Vice-​Pres­ident’s speech con­tained a not-​very-​veiled threat to shut down my

    op­er­ation.”




    “Hm­mm,” said the Pres­ident. “Could be just talk. You know, get the vot­ers stirred

    up.”




    “No, sir. I’m sure the Vice-​Pres­ident ar­ranged for this speech specif­ical­ly to send me

    a mes­sage.”




    “Well, as you know, once I leave of­fice, I will have no in­flu­ence up­on the

    Vice-​Pres­ident, but I’ll talk to him if that’s what you want.”




    “No, Mr. Pres­ident, that is not what I want. It will be the de­ci­sion of the next

    Pres­ident, once he as­sumes of­fice, to de­cide whether or not to sanc­tion fu­ture CURE

    op­er­ations. As you know, we ex­ist at the dis­cre­tion of the cur­rent of­fice­hold­er. I am

    pre­pared to be ter­mi­nat­ed, if it comes to that. “




    “Well-​spo­ken. So what’s the prob­lem?”




    “As I said, if the Vice-​Pres­ident knows about CURE, and you did not tell him, he ob­tained

    his in­for­ma­tion from an­oth­er source. Which means that some­one out­side of the loop knows.

    For se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons, the per­son in ques­tion must be elim­inat­ed, or CURE must go. One

    or the oth­er. That is the de­ci­sion I am ask­ing you to make, Mr. Pres­ident. “




    “Well, now, I don’t know about this,” said the Pres­ident care­ful­ly. “Can I sleep on

    it?”




    “Do you wish me to in­ves­ti­gate the leak on this end be­fore you come to your

    de­ci­sion?”




    “Why don’t you do that, Smith,” the Pres­ident said ami­ably. “Yes, go to it. Let me know

    what hap­pens.”




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Harold W. Smith, and hung up. He frowned. The Pres­ident had not

    seemed con­cerned. True, it was his own Vice-​Pres­ident who had learned the truth, but that

    was not Smith’s prin­ci­pal prob­lem. It was the source of the Vice-​Pres­ident’s

    in­for­ma­tion. For all Smith knew, CURE could be an open se­cret in the ex­ec­utive branch.

    And he couldn’t very well or­der the liq­ui­da­tion of the Pres­ident’s en­tire cab­inet and

    ad­vis­ers to pre­serve CURE.




    In­stead, Smith knew he should be pre­pared to ex­ecute his ul­ti­mate re­spon­si­bil­ity as

    CURE’s di­rec­tor-​the de­struc­tion of op­er­ations and his own sui­cide.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    He crossed the Green Line on foot.




    He car­ried no weapon. It was sui­cide to cross the Green Line un­armed. The Syr­ians of­ten

    looked the oth­er way, even though they had nom­inal con­trol over the city. The Lebanese Army

    was vir­tu­al­ly in­vis­ible. Even the na­tive mili­tias-​of which there were sev­er­al-​did

    not cross the Green Line with im­puni­ty.




    But he would. He had busi­ness in the west­ern part of the city. And be­cause he was not in

    a hur­ry, he walked, his white san­dals mak­ing no sound on the streets lit­tered with crushed

    glass. No wind stirred his blond mane of hair. The pur­ple silk of his gar­ments stood out, the

    on­ly splash of col­or in a city that had once been the jew­el of the Mid­dle East but was now

    a scorched and shat­tered ru­in.




    Tonight Beirut was qui­et, as if dead. In a way, it was. He crossed the Green Line where it

    par­al­leled the Rue de Damas. Here the Green Line was tru­ly green. It was a sunken strip of

    per­pet­ual­ly mud­dy ground fed by a bro­ken wa­ter main. Ferns grew pro­fuse­ly. He stepped

    through them, and al­though he was qui­et, the fat rats scram­bled out of his way, their beady

    eyes bright with a too-​hu­man fear.




    He found the Rue Ham­rah eas­ily. He walked be­tween the cracked fa­cades of its high-​rise

    build­ings. The re­mains of fire­bombed cars sat rust­ing on their wheels like per­ma­nent

    fix­tures. He felt eyes up­on him. No doubt they were peer­ing through the bul­let holes that

    pocked the few build­ings which hadn’t been re­duced to twist­ed tan­gles of con­crete and

    re­in­forced wire. He felt a sub­lim­inal pres­sure against his back that warned him the

    bar­rels of au­to­mat­ic weapons were point­ed at him.




    Even at night, they would see that he was white. He won­dered if they would de­cide to kill

    him, or pos­si­bly take him hostage. He was not wor­ried. He had asked for this meet­ing. They

    would at least hear him out. And if they de­cid­ed to harm him, they would learn that not all

    peo­ple who hap­pened to be born in Amer­ica were fright­ened by the Hezbol­lah.




    In the mid­dle of the street, he stopped. The air smelled dead. The stench of gun­pow­der

    was a per­ma­nent un­der­stink. He mod­er­at­ed his breath­ing rhythms to keep his lungs

    clear.




    They came in pairs, clutch­ing their ri­fles, their faces wrapped in col­or­ful kaf­fiyehs

    so that on­ly the dirty patch­es of skin around their eyes showed. A few stood with

    rock­et-​pro­pelled grenade launch­ers slung care­less­ly across their shoul­ders. That was

    sim­ply to im­press him, he knew. They dared not use them at close quar­ters.




    When he was ringed by sev­en of their num­ber, he asked a ques­tion in their na­tive

    tongue.




    “Which one of you is Jalid?”




    A man stepped for­ward. His face was wrapped in a green check­ered kaf­fiyeh. “You are

    Tulip?”




    “Of course.”




    “I did not ex­pect you to come in your pa­ja­mas.” And Jalid laughed.




    The blond man smiled back at him, a cool in­so­lent smile. If this war­lord on­ly knew the

    pow­er he faced, he would trem­ble in his scuffed boots.




    “Maalesh,” Jalid said. “Nev­er mind. You wish to ran­som hostages? We have many fine

    hostages. Amer­ican, French, Ger­man. Or per­haps we will take you hostage in­stead. If we do

    not like you.”




    They were ban­dits, noth­ing more. The world thought the Hezbol­lah were fa­nat­ical Moslems

    loy­al on­ly to the rulers of Iran. He knew dif­fer­ent. Their ties to Iran were re­al, but

    their ab­so­lute loy­al­ty was to mon­ey. For the right price, they would re­lease their

    hostages and Iran’s rulers be damned. There were al­ways more hostages to be tak­en,

    any­way.




    They un­der­stood on­ly one thing oth­er than mon­ey. That was raw pow­er. When they had

    kid­napped Rus­sian diplo­mats dur­ing the civ­il war, the So­vi­ets sent in their own agents,

    kid­napped mem­bers of the Hezbol­lah, and sent them back to the Hezboilah war­lords, a fin­ger

    and an ear at a time, un­til the So­vi­et diplo­mats were un­con­di­tion­al­ly re­leased. That

    was the kind of pow­er they un­der­stood.




    He would show them.




    “I wish to hire your skill, Jalid.”




    Jalid did not ask: For what? He did not care. In­stead he asked, “How much will you

    pay?”




    “Some­thing very valu­able.”




    “I like your words. Talk on.”




    “It is more valu­able than gold.”




    “How much more?”




    “It is more pre­cious than the finest ru­bies you could ev­er imag­ine. “




    “Tell me more.”




    “It is more pre­cious to you than your moth­er’s very life.”




    “My moth­er was a thief. A good thief.” Jalid’s eyes crin­kled, in­di­cat­ing that he smiled

    be­hind his kaf­fiyeh.




    “It is your life.”




    Jalid’s eyes un­crin­kled. “Bnik kak!” he swore. “I think you will die here, ya khara. “




    The blond man turned his elec­tric-​blue eyes up­on the man be­side Jalid, whose fine ri­fle

    in­di­cat­ed that he was sec­ond in com­mand.




    “Aar­rhh!” the man howled sud­den­ly. The oth­ers looked at him, their eyes not stray­ing

    far from the un­armed white man.




    “Bah­jat! What is it?”




    “I am on fire!” Bah­jat howled, his ri­fle clat­ter­ing to the cratered pave­ment. “Help me.

    My arms are burn­ing!”




    The oth­ers looked. They saw no fire. But then vague blue flames, like a faint­ly lu­mi­nous

    gas, ran down their com­rade’s arms. His arms browned del­icate­ly, then black­ened. Bah­jat

    screeched and twist­ed on­to the ground, try­ing to put the flames out. They would not go out.

    The oth­ers fell to his as­sis­tance, but when the first man touched him, he jumped back,

    star­ing stupid­ly at his hands.




    Spi­ders spilled out of his palms as if from a hole in a dead tree. They were large and

    hairy, with eight red­dish eyes each. They scram­bled up his arms and swarmed over his

    face.




    “Help me, help me!”




    But no help came. The oth­ers were busy, each with their own night­mare. One man felt his

    tongue swell in his mouth, forc­ing his jaws apart un­til the hinge mus­cle strained be­yond

    en­durance. He could not breathe. The pain was ex­cru­ci­at­ing. In de­spair he fell on a

    dropped grenade launch­er and, bring­ing the war­head to his face, trig­gered it with the toe

    of his boot. The ex­plo­sion oblit­er­at­ed him from the chest up and killed oth­ers who were

    near­by.




    An­oth­er man thought his legs had be­come pythons. He slashed off their heads and laughed

    tri­umphant­ly even as he fell to the street, blood pump­ing from the stumps of his an­kles

    un­til there was no flu­id left in his en­tire body.




    Jalid saw it all. He saw, too, as if in a dream, an old en­emy fac­ing him. It was a man he

    had killed over a gam­bling dis­pute years ago. The man was dead. But here he was again,

    com­ing at him with his knife held low for a quick dis­em­bow­el­ing thrust.




    Jalid shot the man to pieces with his ri­fle. Stand­ing over the man’s quiv­er­ing body, he

    laughed tri­umphant­ly. But the fig­ure shim­mered, re­veal­ing a face ob­scured by a twist­ed

    kaf­fiyeh. Jalid un­did the kaf­fiyeh and be­held the face of his younger broth­er, Fawaz. He

    sank to his knees be­side the boy, tears start­ing from both eyes.




    “I’m sor­ry, Fawaz, my broth­er. I’m sor­ry,” he re­peat­ed dul­ly.




    “Stand up, Jalid,” said the white man with the elec­tric-​blue eyes. “You and I are alone

    now.”




    Jalid came to his feet. He saw the blond man stand­ing there, his hands loose and emp­ty at

    his sides, un­armed. He ex­ud­ed an in­so­lent con­fi­dence that hum­bled Jalid, whose belt

    bris­tled with knives and pis­tols and whose cru­el­ty had ruled this part of Ras Beirut ev­er

    since the Is­raelis had re­treat­ed across the Awali Riv­er.




    Jalid raised his hands in de­feat. “You did this,” he said re­signed­ly.




    The blond man nod­ded qui­et­ly. Then he asked a qui­et ques­tion.




    “You have oth­er men than these?”




    “Al­most as many as I have bul­lets,” Jalid said.




    “An emp­ty boast. But how­ev­er many men you have, let us gath­er to­geth­er three of the

    best. They, and you, will ac­com­pa­ny me. I have work for you. And I will pay you with more

    than your chick­en-​boned life.”




    “What kind of work?”




    “Killing work. The on­ly kind you are fit for. You will like the work, for it will en­able

    you to kill Amer­icans. You will re­turn to Beirut a hero to your Hezbol­lahi broth­ers, Jalid.

    “




    “Where will we kill these Amer­icans?” asked Jalid. “There are none left in Lebanon.”




    “In Amer­ica, of course.”




    Jalid was fright­ened. He and three of his best men, dressed in West­ern busi­ness suits and

    with­out weapons, sat to­geth­er on the flight to New York City. They whis­pered fear­ful words

    in their na­tive tongue to one an­oth­er, hang­ing over the seat head­rest to talk to those in

    the oth­er seats and war­ily eye­ing the stew­ardess, who was just as war­ily eye­ing them

    back.




    “Sit still,” said the blond man who called him­self Tulip. “You are at­tract­ing at­ten­tion

    to your­selves.”




    The blond man sat alone in the seat be­hind them. Jalid called back to him in Lebanese.




    “My Moslem broth­ers and I are fear­ful.”




    “Did I not get you through the Beirut air­port safe­ly? And did you not walk un­chal­lenged

    through the air­port in Madrid when we changed planes?”




    “Yes. But Amer­ican cus­toms will be dif­fer­ent.”




    “No, they will just be Amer­ican.”




    “All my life, I am a brave man,” said Jalid.




    “I do not choose wom­en to do my work for me. Be not a wom­an, Jalid.”




    “I have grown up in a city torn by war. I first fired a ma­chine gun when I was nine.

    Be­fore I was ten I had killed three men. That was many years ago now. There is lit­tle I

    fear.”




    “Good. You will need your courage.”




    “One thing I do fear is Amer­ica,” Jalid went on. “I have had night­mares of be­ing tak­en

    cap­tive and brought to Amer­ica for tri­al. These night­mares have nev­er gone away. And now I

    am let­ting you take me to Amer­ica. How do I know that this is not an Amer­ican trick to put

    me and my broth­ers on tri­al be­fore the world?”




    “Be­cause if I was an Amer­ican agent,” the man called Tulip replied, “I would al­so bring

    back with me the Amer­ican hostages your peo­ple are hold­ing pris­on­er. Tell that to your

    broth­ers.”




    Jalid nod­ded his un­der­stand­ing and he and his friends hud­dled again. The stew­ardess

    de­cid­ed, be­cause they were in the back of the plane and away from the oth­er pas­sen­gers,

    to ne­glect to ask them if they want­ed some­thing to drink.




    At Kennedy Air­port they were es­cort­ed to a hold­ing area, where they were giv­en

    preprint­ed pam­phlets de­scrib­ing cus­toms pro­ce­dures. When the time came for them to pass

    through the turn­stiles, the cus­toms agents asked them for their pass­ports. This was the

    mo­ment Jalid had feared. They had none.




    But the man called Tulip hand­ed the cus­toms of­fi­cial a col­lec­tion of green cus­toms

    pass­es. The cus­toms of­fi­cial glanced at them briefly and then hand­ed them back, care­ful

    to give each man his cor­rect pass­port.




    Jalid opened his pass­port, in­tense­ly cu­ri­ous to see the pic­ture the cus­toms guard had

    used to ver­ify his iden­ti­ty. He had no idea a pho­to of him­self even ex­ist­ed.




    Jalid saw in­stant­ly that one did not. The pho­to in the pic­ture was of a wom­an.




    “Look,” whis­pered Sayid in his ear, show­ing his pass­port pho­to. It was of an old man at

    least forty years old­er than Sayid, who was nine­teen. The oth­er pass­ports were al­so

    clear­ly the prop­er­ty of oth­er peo­ple. The man called Tulip had made no at­tempt to doc­tor

    them at all.




    When the cus­toms of­fi­cials went through their lug­gage, the oth­ers re­laxed. Not Jalid.

    Al­though Tulip had specif­ical­ly for­bid­den them to car­ry in weapons, Jalid could not

    re­sist plac­ing a dag­ger in the lin­ing of his suit­case. The cus­toms guards saw the

    ev­idence of tam­per­ing and stripped the lin­ing. The knife gleamed un­der the cold air­port

    lights. “What is this?” the air­port guard asked harsh­ly.




    The man called Tulip stepped in, smil­ing. “Al­low me,” he said. And with a move­ment so

    quick that the hu­man eye could not reg­is­ter it, he was hold­ing the long dag­ger, bend­ing

    the blade dou­ble.




    “It’s on­ly a toy,” Tulip said. “Rub­ber paint­ed sil­ver. These men are tour­ing

    ma­gi­cians. They could not re­sist a lit­tle prac­ti­cal joke. Please for­give them. “




    The cus­toms guard did not see the hu­mor, but he re­placed the dag­ger and re­turned their

    lug­gage with­out fur­ther com­ment.




    Jalid took his suit­case and car­ried it with a blank, un­com­pre­hend­ing ex­pres­sion on

    his face.




    “That dag­ger was of fine steel,” he said thin­ly.




    “It still is, fool. The guard saw what I wished. All of you did.”




    “How did you do that?” Jalid want­ed to know.




    “With my mind.”




    “With your mind you con­quered my best men back in Beirut?”




    “With my mind I can con­quer the world, just as I have con­quered you,” ex­plained

    Tulip.




    At the Park­side-​Re­gent Ho­tel over­look­ing Cen­tral Park, the man called Tulip brought

    out stacks of weapons. Fine hand­guns, mod­ern Uzis and Kalash­nikov as­sault ri­fles, oth­er

    close-​in fight­ing weapons, and box­es of am­mu­ni­tion. Jalid and his men fell up­on them

    ea­ger­ly. With weapons in their hands, they felt like men again.




    “I am go­ing to leave you af­ter to­day,” said Tulip, un­crat­ing a case of hand grenades

    with one hand. “There is spend­ing mon­ey in the am­mu­ni­tion box­es. The rental on this room

    is paid up for the next three months. From this mo­ment on, there will be no com­mu­ni­ca­tion

    be­tween us un­til your mis­sion is com­plet­ed.”




    “What is our mis­sion?” asked Jalid, spilling bul­lets and mon­ey on­to the so­fa.




    “You are to as­sas­si­nate the U.S. Vice-​Pres­ident and the Demo­crat­ic nom­inee for the

    Amer­ican pres­iden­cy; whose name is Gov­er­nor Michael Prin­cip­pi.”




    Jalid’s men ex­changed wide-​eyed glances. “The Pres­ident too?” Jalid asked.




    “I don’t care. Kill who­ev­er else you want-​af­ter you have car­ried out my or­ders. Here

    are pho­tos and the cur­rent itinerary of the two tar­gets. You can fol­low any sched­ule

    changes through news­pa­pers and by watch­ing tele­vi­sion.”




    “What about our mon­ey?”




    The man called Tulip set a leather brief­case on the cof­fee ta­ble and un­locked it for all

    to see. In neat pack­ages were stacks of Amer­ican mon­ey. Each stack had a thou­sand-​dol­lar

    bill on the top. Jalid picked up a stack at ran­dom and rif­fled through it. It was a stack of

    thou­sand-​dol­lar bills. So were the rest. Jalid checked ev­ery sin­gle one of them, show­ing

    the bills to each of his men as he did so.




    “I will place this brief­case in the ho­tel safe,” promised the man called Tulip. “When your

    mis­sion is com­plet­ed, I will re­turn, give you the brief­case, and help you es­cape Amer­ica

    for your home­land, such as it is.”




    “How do we know you will do this?”




    “You may ac­com­pa­ny me to the ho­tel’s se­cu­ri­ty safe. I will in­struct the ho­tel

    man­ag­er not to re­lease this brief­case to any of us un­less at least two of us are present,

    my­self and you-​or one of your men if you do not sur­vive.”




    “I will sur­vive. I have spent my en­tire life sur­viv­ing.”




    “I know how that is,” said Tulip in a flat voice.




    “But how do we know you will not aban­don us, brief­case and ev­ery­thing?”




    “You have met me. You know my face. You can de­scribe it to the Amer­ican au­thor­ities and

    with my de­scrip­tion pos­si­bly plea-​bar­gain your way out of any le­gal dif­fi­cul­ty you

    en­counter.”




    That made sense to Jalid and his com­rades.




    “Done,” Jalid said, sat­is­fied. He felt sud­den­ly con­fi­dent. How hard could it be to

    kill two po­lit­ical lead­ers in a soft coun­try like Amer­ica, where suc­cess­ful

    as­sas­si­na­tions were of­ten car­ried out by fools and id­iots? He was a trained sol­dier.

    The mon­ey was as good as spent, Jalid thought as he fol­lowed the hand­some man with the long

    blond hair down to see the ho­tel man­ag­er.




    On the way, they passed a moth­er tow­ing a lit­tle boy down the hall­way. Jalid no­ticed

    the boy sud­den­ly cow­er. He thought the boy was fright­ened by him, but the boy’s wide eyes

    were fixed on Tulip’s im­pas­sive face.




    “Did you tor­ment that boy with your mind?” he asked.




    “No,” said Tulip. “Chil­dren are sen­si­tive. That boy sim­ply rec­og­nized death when it

    walked by him.”


  




  

    Chapter 6




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju paused at the door to Re­mo’s room and lis­tened in­tent­ly. The

    sound of breath­ing came shal­low and reg­ular through the wood. Good, his pupil was asleep. It

    was the per­fect op­por­tu­ni­ty to have that im­por­tant talk Em­per­or Smith had been

    avoid­ing.




    Dressed in his cer­emo­ni­al robe, Chi­un took the steps, be­cause he did not like or trust

    el­eva­tors, and knocked sharply at Harold Smith’s of­fice door.




    It was night, and Smith was still in his of­fice. “Come in,” he said hoarse­ly.




    Step­ping in, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju saw a Harold Smith who was more hag­gard of face than

    he had been in a long time.




    “Hail, Em­per­or Smith. It is for­tu­nate that you are still hold­ing forth at Fortress

    Fol­croft, the true seat of your pow­er, for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has an im­por­tant mat­ter

    to dis­cuss with you.”




    Smith waved an ir­ri­ta­ble hand. “I’m sor­ry, Mas­ter Chi­un, but I’m afraid it is be­yond

    even my abil­ities to re­in­state your Amer­ican Ex­press card.”




    “A mere tri­fle,” said Chi­un. “I have come to rene­go­ti­ate the con­tract be­tween your

    house and mine.”




    “I’m afraid that may be pre­ma­ture in this in­stance.”




    “Pre­ma­ture?” asked Chi­un. “Our cur­rent con­tract has mere days left be­fore it ex­pires.

    Do you not wish a smooth tran­si­tion from our cur­rent terms to the new ones?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I should have said moot, not pre­ma­ture.”




    “Ex­cel­lent.” Chi­un beamed hap­pi­ly. “Let us make it a point that all our fu­ture

    ne­go­ti­ations are moot. They will be more fruit­ful that way.”




    “You don’t un­der­stand,” Smith said weari­ly. “By this time next month there may not be an

    op­er­ation. The Amer­ican Vice-​Pres­ident has ap­par­ent­ly dis­cov­ered the truth about CURE

    and is hint­ing that he will close it down.”




    “Whis­per the com­mand and I will deal with him as the traitor he ob­vi­ous­ly is,” Chi­un

    said res­olute­ly.




    “No, no,” said Smith hasti­ly. “It is the Pres­ident’s op­tion to ter­mi­nate CURE when he

    as­sumes of­fice. I go through this ev­ery time the ad­min­is­tra­tion changes. The Pres­ident

    tells his suc­ces­sor about the op­er­ation and the new Pres­ident makes the de­ci­sion whether

    or not to re­tain our ser­vices.”




    “Ah, then I will fly to the Pres­ident of Vice’s quar­ters and as­sist him in his

    de­ci­sion-​mak­ing. I guar­an­tee that he will make what­ev­er de­ci­sion you de­sire, O wise

    one.” Chi­un bowed.




    Smith sank back in­to his chair. He had long ago giv­en up try­ing to ex­plain the

    demo­crat­ic pro­cess to Chi­un, who still har­bored the se­cret de­sire that Smith would one

    day un­leash him on the ex­ec­utive branch, the bet­ter to in­stall Harold Smith the First,

    right­ful Em­per­or of Amer­ica, in the Oval Of­fice.




    “No,” said Smith. “The de­ci­sion is the Vice-​Pres­ident’s. If he is elect­ed.”




    “If?” Chi­un stroked his wispy beard con­cerned­ly.




    “There is a chance that he won’t be. The Demo­crat­ic nom­inee might be elect­ed

    in­stead.”




    “And what does this oth­er per­son think?” Chi­un in­quired.




    “He does not know about CURE. We’ll have to await the elec­tion re­sults be­fore we know

    any­thing.”




    “Then let us see that this pos­si­bly open-​mind­ed per­son achieves the ea­gle throne,”

    Chi­un said bright­ly.




    Smith re­moved his glass­es and rubbed bleary eyes. “That, too, is out of the ques­tion,” he

    said.




    “I could do it with­out your ex­press com­mand. I could take a va­ca­tion, and what I do on

    my own time is my own busi­ness. I have watched the hear­ings on tele­vi­sion. I un­der­stand

    now how your gov­ern­ment works. Let me be your Colonel South. You will have com­plete

    de­ni­able plau­si­bil­ity. “




    “Plau­si­ble de­ni­abil­ity,” Smith cor­rect­ed. “And that is not the way the Amer­ican

    gov­ern­ment op­er­ates. We don’t have palace coups or any­thing of that sort here. Why do you

    think Amer­ica has last­ed over two hun­dred years?”




    Chi­un shrugged po­lite­ly. He did not say what he thought. That his an­ces­tors had served

    Egypt and Rome and Per­sia for longer stretch­es of time than a mere two cen­turies. That two

    cen­turies was scarce­ly time enough in which to form a sta­ble gov­ern­ment. That ob­vi­ous­ly

    it would take much longer for Amer­ica, where the rulers change ev­ery few years, pre­vent­ing

    any one man from learn­ing the job well enough to be good at it. To Chi­un, Amer­ica was an

    up­start na­tion. Po­lit­ical­ly it was a mess. Smith’s own words proved that. He was say­ing

    that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju might not be able to count on fu­ture em­ploy­ment from Amer­ica

    sim­ply be­cause its ruler was about to change. Again.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s hazel eyes nar­rowed in thought. More than any­thing, he want­ed

    to pre­vent Re­mo’s re­turn to Sinan­ju. The last time, he had co­erced Re­mo in­to stay­ing

    for the du­ra­tion of the cur­rent con­tract. The same trick might not work a sec­ond time, but

    Chi­un felt he had noth­ing to lose. Re­turn­ing to Sinan­ju and re­tire­ment was the same as

    sub­mit­ting to an ear­ly death. Back in Sinan­ju, the vil­lagers had shift­ed their

    al­le­giance from Chi­un to Re­mo, ig­nor­ing the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju com­plete­ly. Worse,

    Re­mo was poised to mar­ry a wom­an he had known on­ly days be­fore he had de­cid­ed to mar­ry

    her. And al­though Mah-​Li was a good wom­an, sweet and pure of heart, the mar­riage

    threat­ened Chi­un’s close re­la­tion­ship with Re­mo. And Chi­un was not ready to ac­cept a

    sub­or­di­nate po­si­tion in Re­mo’s life.




    “Is there not a pe­ri­od of tran­si­tion dur­ing the pass­ing of the line of suc­ces­sion?”

    asked Chi­un af­ter a mo­ment.




    “Yes. The new Pres­ident is elect­ed in Novem­ber, but does not ac­tu­al­ly take of­fice

    un­til the fol­low­ing Jan­uary.”




    “Then there is a pe­ri­od of three months in which you may have need of our ser­vices,” said

    Chi­un hap­pi­ly.




    “Yes,” Smith ad­mit­ted slow­ly. “But as you know, things have been very qui­et over the

    last year. I hard­ly think that any­thing cru­cial will come up, al­though one nev­er knows.

    The truth is, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, even if we are not or­dered to dis­band, CURE may no longer

    need an en­force­ment arm.”




    “Non­sense,” snapped the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “An as­sas­sin is as in­de­spens­able as

    breath­ing. But let us ac­cept your ar­gu­ment for the mo­ment. If you, as you say, fear the

    ter­mi­na­tion of your of­fice, then there is no loss in rene­go­ti­at­ing now. If you are laid

    off, Re­mo and I will go our sep­arate ways.”




    “I’m afraid we can’t ne­go­ti­ate Re­mo’s role at this time,” Smith point­ed out. “The

    cur­rent Pres­ident be­lieves him to be dead. Killed dur­ing that cri­sis with the So­vi­ets

    last year, re­mem­ber?”




    “We will dis­cuss Re­mo’s role at a lat­er date, then,” Chi­un said firm­ly, set­tling on­to

    the rug.




    Smith, know­ing that was the sig­nal that ne­go­ti­ations had for­mal­ly be­gun, joined him

    on the floor, a yel­low le­gal pad on his lap. He held a num­ber-​two pen­cil poised to record

    the terms.




    “I pro­pose re­new­ing our con­tract un­der its present terms. No ad­di­tion­al pay­ment is

    re­quired,” Chi­un said lofti­ly, cer­tain that Smith would jump at the chance. Chi­un had

    stuck him with a sub­stan­tial in­crease ev­ery year for the last decade.




    Smith hes­itat­ed. His mouth opened to say yes, but he snapped it shut be­fore the word

    es­caped.




    “Too high,” Smith said flat­ly.




    “Too…” Chi­un be­gan, his face cloud­ing. He re­strained him­self. In the en­tire his­to­ry

    of the House of Sinan­ju, no Mas­ter has ev­er re­newed a con­tract at terms in­fe­ri­or to

    those of the pre­ced­ing year. But Chi­un des­per­ate­ly want­ed this con­tract re­newed, so he

    kept his anger with­in him. Next year-​if there was a next year in Amer­ica-​he would more than

    make up for this in­dig­ni­ty. “Make a coun­terof­fer, then,” Chi­un said stiffly.




    Smith con­sid­ered. “I re­al­ly think you should make the next of­fer,” he said

    crafti­ly.




    Chi­un thought rapid­ly. He knocked forty per­cent off the ba­sic terms, and cal­cu­lat­ed

    the loss. It made him cringe, but he of­fered that amount to Smith. “No more, no less,” he

    added.




    “An­oth­er ten-​per­cent re­duc­tion might per­suade me,” Smith said un­con­cerned­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju leapt to his feet in a swirl of ki­mono skirts. His cheeks puffed

    out. His fin­ger­nails, like a thou­sand flash­ing knives, made dan­ger­ous pat­terns in the

    air. Smith re­coiled.




    The, get­ting a grip on him­self, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju grace­ful­ly sank back on­to the

    rug like a dan­de­lion see alight­ing on a lawn.




    When he spoke, his soft voice con­tained the mer­est breath of men­ace, like poi­soned

    hon­ey.




    “Done,” Chi­un said.




    “Draw up the con­tract and I will look it over,” said Smith.




    Stoni­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju found his feet and ex­ecut­ed a brit­tle bow, and with­out

    an­oth­er word he walked stiff-​legged from the of­fice.




    Harold Smith re­turned to his desk and al­lowed him­self a rare smile. Nev­er in all his

    years as di­rec­tor of CURE had he got­ten the bet­ter of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Smith was a

    par­si­mo­nious man. But each year he had reg­ular­ly shipped enough of the tax­pay­ers’ mon­ey

    to the tiny fish­ing vil­lage of Sinan­ju to re­float the col­lec­tive debts of many

    third-​world coun­tries.




    Too bad that it was all prob­ably go­ing to be for noth­ing, he though as he brought up the

    CURE com­put­er ter­mi­nal for a fi­nal news-​di­gest check be­fore go­ing home for the

    evening.




    The first item wiped the rem­nants of the smile from his dry-​as-​dust face.




    It was the news sum­ma­ry of a speech giv­en by the Demo­crat­ic pres­iden­tial can­di­date,

    Gov­er­nor Michael Prin­cip­pi. The gist of his speech was a pledge to trans­fuse mon­ey in the

    so­cial-​se­cu­ri­ty sys­tem from the in­tel­li­gence bud­get. Specif­ical­ly, Prin­cip­pi

    promised to go af­ter the count­less “black projects” that were built in­to the fed­er­al

    bud­get, the namelsss ac­count­ing fic­tions that en­abled the fed­er­al gov­ern­ment to

    chan­nel bil­lions of tax dol­lars year­ly in­to covert op­er­ations and de­fense projects so

    sen­si­tive that they could not be named or de­scribed for Congress ex­cept be­hind closed

    doors.




    “Let’s shine a light in­to the so-​called black bud­get and see who and what we find,”

    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi was quot­ed as say­ing.




    Smith clutched the edge of his oak desk as if to get a grip on him­self. First the

    Vice-​Pres­ident and now this. It was ob­vi­ous that this speech was a tit-​for-​tat re­sponse

    to the Vice-​Pres­ident’s call for an end to rogue in­tel­li­gence op­er­ations. It did not

    mean that Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi knew about CURE. That would be a worst-​case sce­nario if one

    ev­er ex­ist­ed.




    But in the fi­nal anal­ysis, it might not mat­ter. CURE was fund­ed by black-​bud­get

    mon­ey. Ful­ly half of the black-​project mon­ey ap­pro­pri­at­ed for the Cen­tral

    In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy, the De­fense In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy, and the Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty

    Agen­cy, not to men­tion cer­tain seg­ments of the de­fense bud­get, ac­tu­al­ly wound up

    un­der Dr. Harold W. Smith’s op­er­ational con­trol.




    Ei­ther way, it looked as if CURE were go­ing to go un­der with the in­stal­la­tion of the

    next Pres­ident, no mat­ter who won the elec­tion. As­sum­ing the pres­iden­tial can­di­dates

    kept their cam­paign promis­es.




    Smith groaned and reached for the shat­tered bot­tle of chil­dren’s as­pirin. If this kept

    up, he’d have to go back to adult dosages, and hang his ul­cer.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    It had been so hard.




    First, in Sinan­ju. He had sum­moned the pur­ple birds to scare off the vil­lagers be­fore

    he en­tered the vil­lage it­self. He could have slipped in at night, un­seen. But a sleep­ing

    guard might have tempt­ed the beast with­in him. He had let the beast out in Beirut. The beast

    had dec­imat­ed Jalid’s Hezbol­lah ban­dits. That had cooled its lust to kill.




    On the flight to Amer­ica, he had had to re­strain him­self again. He hadn’t be­lieved it

    was pos­si­ble to shack­le the beast dur­ing the long transat­lantic flight, but he had. He

    won­dered if he were mas­ter­ing it at last. He doubt­ed it. But he was old­er, wis­er, and

    stronger than the last time.




    The prob­lem was, so was the beast.




    He pulled the rental car off the road when he came to the great piney woods of Maine’s

    Al­la­gash Wilder­ness. There would be no peo­ple in these for­sak­en woods. No peo­ple meant

    no temp­ta­tion to kill.




    He stepped out of the car and stripped off the Amer­ican-​style clothes that felt so heavy

    and coarse against his pale white skin.




    He was nude on­ly as long as he need­ed to be to don his pur­ple silk fight­ing suit. He

    belt­ed the yel­low sash around his waist.




    He walked in­to the for­est on his bare feet be­cause he liked the feel of pine nee­dles

    against his naked soles. As a child, grow­ing up on a Ken­tucky farm, walk­ing bare­foot

    through the corn meant wash­ing ma­nure off your feet af­ter­ward. He car­ried his white

    san­dals in his hands. That was all he car­ried. He had no need of pos­ses­sions. He had

    noth­ing. He need­ed noth­ing. His life was emp­ty ex­cept for the goal which had driv­en him

    to Sinan­ju in the first place.




    Even the squir­rels fled at his ap­proach. He won­dered if it was a scent or a vi­bra­tion

    or an au­ra that caused all an­imals and chil­dren to re­coil from him. He was not ug­ly. He

    had a pleas­ant face. Yet they broke be­fore him, the beaver and the bear alike, like the Red

    Sea part­ing be­fore the wrath of God.




    There was a tiny brown doe nib­bling at the grass. He saw her be­fore she saw him. She was

    beau­ti­ful. Just once, he would like to pet an an­imal. But the beast with­in him heard and

    grew jeal­ous.




    The doe looked up, saw him, and ex­plod­ed in­to a rain of blood, flesh, and frag­ments of

    raw bone.




    He wept for the doe, even as the beast with­in him re­joiced at the scent of fresh blood. He

    walked on.




    The cab­in stood in a clear­ing of scat­tered pine nee­dles. The spi­ders had re­tak­en the

    eaves as they al­ways did each sum­mer. The in­tact webs across the door told him no one had

    in­trud­ed up­on his home since he was last here, so many weeks ago.




    He opened the door. He had not both­ered to lock it. The fur­nish­ings were sparse. There

    was noth­ing worth steal­ing, un­less some­one was des­per­ate enough to walk off with the old

    black-​and-​white tele­vi­sion that sat in the mid­dle of the liv­ing room floor.




    He stepped over to the TV and squat­ted be­fore it like a votary be­fore a pa­gan idol. He

    switched it on, but kept the sound turned down. He did not want any­thing to in­trude up­on his

    thoughts.




    The tele­vi­sion would be his win­dow to the out­side. It would tell him when Jalid first

    struck. That would be his sig­nal that it was time to re­join the civ­ilized world. In the

    in­ter­im, it was too dan­ger­ous for him to re­main in the city, where the beast would hunt

    the in­no­cent, not be­cause he wished it, but be­cause the beast was greater than his own will

    to achieve his ends.




    He fo­cused on the tele­vi­sion screen, but it was late and there were on­ly test pat­terns

    on all chan­nels. It did not mat­ter. He set­tled on one and fo­cused all his at­ten­tion up­on

    it.




    It was the on­ly way he knew to fo­cus him­self so that the beast re­mained shack­led.




    Above his head, the naked ceil­ing bulb ex­plod­ed in­to hun­dreds of opaque sliv­ers. He

    had not touched it, ex­cept with his mind.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    Jalid Kumquat­ti de­cid­ed that Amer­ica was an amaz­ing place. He had driv­en his broth­ers

    of the Hezbol­lah all the way from New York City to the city of Philadel­phia and he was not

    stopped once. Amer­ica, whom the rulers of Iran and Libya and oth­er Mid­dle East­ern

    coun­tries boast­ed was a cow­er­ing pa­per tiger whose cit­izens were not safe even with­in

    her own bor­ders, had no road­blocks, no se­cu­ri­ty check­points, no tanks in the streets, and

    no im­ped­iments to the free move­ment of for­eign agents.




    Al­though they had passed many po­lice cars and they were ob­vi­ous­ly for­eign­ers, they

    were not chal­lenged. Once, out­side of Levit­town, they blew a tire, and while they were

    stopped, a state-​po­lice car came up be­hind them, its blue light bar wash­ing their star­tled

    faces with il­lu­mi­na­tion.




    Jalid al­most pan­icked when the state troop­er stepped from his ve­hi­cle, but he re­laxed

    slight­ly when he saw that the gray-​uni­formed man car­ried on­ly a tiny .38 re­volver in a

    belt hol­ster. In Beirut the .38 re­volver was car­ried by wom­en and chil­dren as they went to

    mar­ket. It was not a man’s weapon. No Lebanese took a .38 pis­tol as a se­ri­ous threat.




    Thus Jalid had hissed to his com­rades to re­lax while they wait­ed to see what the man

    want­ed.




    “A lit­tle trou­ble here?” the of­fi­cer asked po­lite­ly.




    “We are chang­ing the wheel,” Jalid said ner­vous­ly. “We are on our way soon. You will

    see.”




    “Bet­ter hop to it. I don’t want to see any of you rearend­ed by a speed­er. New to

    Amer­ica, are you?”




    “Very,” said Jalid, whose En­glish was ac­cept­able. He had learned the lan­guage in or­der

    to write ran­som notes and ne­go­ti­ate with Eu­ro­peans.




    “Then you may not re­al­ize how dan­ger­ous an Amer­ican high­way is. Why don’t I stay here

    with my lights on so there’s no ac­ci­dent,” the troop­er sug­gest­ed with a smile.




    “Sure, sure,” said Jalid, and he bus­ied him­self with the lug wrench. When he was fin­ished

    and a new tire was in place, he and his friends jumped in­to the car and, wav­ing out the rear

    win­dow at the troop­er, left the scene at a deco­rous pace.




    “He was very nice.” said Sayid af­ter a while.




    “Amer­ica is very nice,” said Rafik. “Did you no­tice that we have trav­eled near­ly fifty

    kilo­me­ters and no one has shot at us? In Beirut, one can­not go for cigarettes with­out

    tak­ing one’s life in one’s hands.”




    “Amer­ica is a land of fools and so are you all,” spat Jalid. “Do not for­get our mis­sion.”

    But even he was amazed by Amer­ica, its vast­ness, it clean­li­ness. Once, he had heard,

    Lebanon had been like this. A rich, fer­tile hap­py land. Now it was be­ing torn apart by

    an­imals, and Jalid was one of them. But he had been born in­to a land caught up in civ­il war,

    he told him­self. His ear­li­est mem­ories were of squalor punc­tu­at­ed by dis­tant

    ex­plo­sions. The first mu­sic he had ev­er heard was the dai­ly ul­ula­tions of Lebanese

    wom­en in mourn­ing. No, his way was the on­ly one pos­si­ble now.




    But driv­ing through Amer­ica had shown him what liv­ing a nor­mal life must be like, and

    in­stead of mak­ing him feel guilty for his par­tic­ipa­tion in the dis­mem­ber­ment of

    Lebanon, he felt a wave of ha­tred for Amer­ica, which had so much and de­served it so lit­tle.

    He re­solved that he would shoot dead the next po­lice of­fi­cer who dared to speak to him.




    They sat around in their ho­tel room, not in the chairs, but perched on the chair backs,

    their feet dirty­ing the cush­ions, as they cleaned and oiled their weapons. They looked like

    vul­tures squat­ting on rocks.




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident will be hav­ing lunch at what is called a Li­on’s Club,” Jalid said,

    read­ing a news­pa­per he had slipped off the lob­by news­stand when the counter girl wasn’t

    look­ing.




    “How will we find this place of li­ons?” asked Sayid.




    “Taxi­cab. We will go by taxi­cab, be­cause it will save time and we do not wish to be late.

    When the driv­er brings us to this Li­on’s Club, we will kill him.” Jalid dropped the

    news­pa­per and con­sid­ered his men care­ful­ly.




    “Sayid, my broth­er,” he said at last, grin­ning sud­den­ly.




    “Yes?”




    “You will have the great hon­or this day.”




    “I?” Sayid smiled back. It was not a smile of plea­sure but the kind that con­cealed

    fear.




    “Yes,” said Jalid, com­ing off the chair back. “I have been think­ing. There is much mon­ey

    to be had from this work. It would be too bad if we were all killed try­ing to col­lect

    it.”




    The oth­ers looked at one an­oth­er. They nod­ded. Ex­cept Sayid. His smile grew broad­er,

    but his eyes had a sick­ly light to them.




    “We do not know what mili­tias these Amer­icans use to guard their lead­ers,” said Jalid,

    scratch­ing his sparse dark beard thought­ful­ly. “Prob­ably they are not much if they guard

    them as slop­pi­ly as they guard their rich and fat cities. Per­haps one man is all that is

    nec­es­sary to elim­inate this Vice-​Pres­ident. “




    “Alone?” asked Sayid un­com­fort­ably.




    “We will be out­side, per­haps to come to your res­cue if nec­es­sary.”




    “But what if you can­not?”




    “It is sim­ple, my broth­er. We will take hostages, and hold them un­til you are

    re­leased.”




    “But what if I am killed in the course of my du­ty to the Hezbol­lah?” in­sist­ed Sayid, his

    smile fixed on his face like a clown’s rigid make­up grin.




    “Then we will send your share of the mon­ey to your aged moth­er. She would like that, would

    she not?”




    “You will be right out­side the build­ing?” asked Sayid af­ter long thought.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” said Jalid, com­ing over and clap­ping Sayid on the back. The smile on

    Sayid’s sweat-​shiny face broke like a soap bub­ble.




    “It is set­tled, then,” called Jalid, throw­ing up his hands in cel­ebra­tion. “Sayid will

    be the one who has the hon­or of strik­ing first. Come, let us or­der food from the room

    ser­vice be­fore we are on our way. A well-​fed war­rior is a strong war­rior.”




    And the oth­ers laughed bois­ter­ous­ly. All ex­cept Sayid, who was sud­den­ly not hun­gry

    at all.




    The Vice-​Pres­ident did not feel hun­gry ei­ther.




    He stared down at his plate. Rub­ber chick­en and dryk­er­nel corn crowd­ed a foil-​wrapped

    baked pota­to. The pota­to was al­most oblit­er­at­ed un­der a mound of sour cream. With a

    dessert spoon he tast­ed the sour cream and de­cid­ed to pass on the rest. He wished just once

    one of these tes­ti­mo­ni­al din­ners would serve some­thing dif­fer­ent like mooshu pork or

    even bar­be­cued ribs, Texas-​style: If it wasn’t rub­ber chick­en, it was dry roast beef in

    greasy gravy. If it wasn’t a shriv­eled pota­to, it was rice pi­laf mi­crowaved dry as

    sun­flow­er seeds.




    The Vice-​Pres­ident nudged the plate away and or­dered black cof­fee, to which he added

    four heap­ing tea­spoons of sug­ar to keep his en­er­gy lev­el up.




    From the podi­um, some­one was speak­ing. For a mo­ment he could not re­mem­ber who it was.

    It had been like this for over a year now. He had lurched from group break­fasts to lun­cheons

    to din­ners in smoke-​filled halls, lis­ten­ing to a pro­ces­sion of politi­cians and giv­ing

    speech­es that, even though they were writ­ten by the best speech writ­ers avail­able, all

    sound­ed ex­act­ly like the speech be­fore that, which had sound­ed like the one be­fore that,

    and on and on, stretch­ing back in­to the Vice-​Pres­ident’s dim past-​which on the cam­paign

    trail meant that misty pe­ri­od pri­or to six weeks ago.




    The Vice-​Pres­ident sipped his cof­fee and tried to shut out the drone of the

    speech­mak­er, whom he rec­og­nized vague­ly as the gov­er­nor of the state. Ex­act­ly which

    state would come to him even­tu­al­ly.




    It was all so bor­ing. Ex­cept for that speech the oth­er day. Where had that been? Oh,

    yeah, in New York State. It had been an im­pro­vi­sa­tion in his sched­ule, that stop. He had

    or­dered it over the ob­jec­tions of his cam­paign staff, who thought he could at least talk

    about na­tion­al health care if he was go­ing to speak in front of an in­sane asy­lum, or

    what­ev­er it was that Fol­croft San­itar­ium was.




    He did not tell them what Fol­croft was. He did not tell them about the let­ter he had

    re­ceived, post­marked Seoul, South Ko­rea, which ex­plained in de­tail about a se­cret

    Amer­ican agen­cy known as CURE, op­er­at­ing from the cov­er of Fol­croft San­itar­ium.




    He saw in the let­ter, true or not, an op­por­tu­ni­ty to make an im­por­tant speech on

    covert ac­tiv­ities. It was a per­fect way of dis­tanc­ing him­self from the prob­lems of the

    cur­rent ad­min­is­tra­tion.




    The Vice-​Pres­ident did not know whether or not to be­lieve this Tulip who had signed the

    let­ter. But on the chance it was true, he had asked his peo­ple to see to it that Harold W.

    Smith him­self in­tro­duced him to the au­di­ence.




    Smith’s re­fusal and his flus­tered be­hav­ior at the speech were as good as proof that CURE

    did ex­ist. Why, the guy had ac­tu­al­ly tossed his cook­ies dur­ing the pre­sen­ta­tion. What

    was some­one that ner­vous do­ing run­ning a covert op­er­ation?




    The Vice-​Pres­ident had briefly con­sid­ered go­ing to the Pres­ident and get­ting the true

    poop, but de­cid­ed against it. Re­veal­ing the truth about CURE in a ma­jor speech was al­so

    out of the ques­tion. He had no proof, and it would look too much like grand­stand­ing just

    be­fore the elec­tion. Bet­ter to wait un­til af­ter the elec­tion. If he won, he would blow

    the whis­tle on the CURE pro­gram. It would be a great start-​off for his ad­min­is­tra­tion

    and would once and for all put to bed the pub­lic per­cep­tion that he was just a spear

    car­ri­er for the cur­rent Pres­ident.




    One thing puz­zled him, how­ev­er. Just this morn­ing the Demo­crat­ic nom­inee had made a

    speech very sim­ilar to his own. He had made it be­fore an Amer­ican Med­ical As­so­ci­ation

    con­fer­ence, and al­though the Vice-​Pres­ident had not watched the speech, a tran­script of

    it was shown to him and he not­ed that Michael Prin­cip­pi had very specif­ical­ly used the

    word “cure” sev­er­al times dur­ing his speech.




    His ad­vis­ers had as­sured him that the Demo­crat­ic nom­inee was mere­ly copy­cat­ting his

    own speech, but the Vice-​Pres­ident was not so sure. He won­dered if the Prince had al­so

    re­ceived a let­ter from Tulip.




    And not for the first time he won­dered who this Tulip per­son was. With a name like that,

    he sound­ed like a pan­sy. But these days you could nev­er tell.




    Some­one nudged him and the Vice-​Pres­ident snapped out of his rever­ie.




    “You’re on, Mr. Vice-​Pres­ident. He’s in­tro­duc­ing you.”




    “Oh, right, of course,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident, ris­ing from his seat. He un­but­toned

    his coat on the way to the podi­um and care­ful­ly re­but­toned it as he said a quick thanky­ou

    in­to the mi­cro­phone. His per­son­al-​style man­ag­er had told him that he dan­gled his arms

    like a scare­crow when he walked and that gave an im­age of a man with time on his hands, so

    ev­er since then he made it a point to but­ton or un­but­ton his coat when­ev­er he left or

    ar­rived some­place-​even if it was mere­ly walk­ing from a ta­ble to a podi­um.




    The au­di­ence ap­plaud­ed en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly. He could hear them but he could not see

    them. They were an ocean of dim faces over­whelmed by the bale­ful eyes of the TV spot­lights.

    He would not have known if his own wife was in the au­di­ence.




    “I haven’t had a wel­come like this since the Iowa cau­cus­es,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident,

    who be­lieved in work­ing a well-​re­ceived line to death.




    The au­di­ence laughed and clapped bois­ter­ous­ly. The Vice-​Pres­ident smiled in­to the

    ex­plod­ing flash­bulbs. He did not see the com­mo­tion at the door.




    He heard the string of pop-​pop-​pops but they were not much loud­er than the

    flash­bulbs.




    The next thing he knew, the Se­cret Ser­vice men were all over him. Two agents pushed him to

    the floor, smoth­er­ing him with their bod­ies. Oth­ers, placed in the au­di­ence with

    cam­paign sup­port­ers, reached for the han­dles of their brief­cas­es with light­ning

    mo­tions. The cas­es fell apart, ex­pos­ing stub­by au­to­mat­ic weapons.




    The fir­ing was brief and spo­radic.




    Be­fore the scream­ing sub­sid­ed, the Vice-​Pres­ident was lift­ed to his feet and pushed

    out the back door like a drunk be­ing thrown out of a mo­tor­cy­cle bar. They hus­tled him to

    his wait­ing limou­sine and the car left the area, its oil pan scrap­ing sparks off the

    ir­reg­ular pave­ment.




    When he found his com­po­sure again, the Vice-​Pres­ident want­ed to know just one

    thing.




    “What the hell hap­pened back there?”




    “As­sas­sin,” clipped one of the agents. “But we got him, sir. Don’t wor­ry.”




    “If you got him, why’d you have to push me out of the Ro­tary Club like that?”




    “It was a Li­on’s Club, sir.”




    “That’s not the point. This is go­ing to look ter­ri­ble on the sev­en-​o’clock news.”




    “Your dead body would have looked worse. Sir.”




    The Vice-​Pres­ident sat back in the leather cush­ions, feel­ing the starch go out of his

    legs.




    He grabbed the re­ceiv­er of the car phone and asked the mo­bile op­er­ator to con­nect him

    with the White House. “When you think we’re safe, park this thing and stand out­side. What I

    have to say to the Pres­ident is for his ears on­ly,” the Vice-​Pres­ident said in a husky

    voice. No­body shot at pres­iden­tial can­di­dates. Not with­out a rea­son. And the

    Vice-​Pres­ident thought he knew what that rea­son was.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    Dr. Harold W. Smith knew why the Pres­ident was call­ing. He knew it be­fore the di­al­less

    red tele­phone be­gan ring­ing. Be­fore the first ring, his com­put­er ter­mi­nal had beeped

    twice, in­di­cat­ing that ur­gent CURE-​re­lat­ed da­ta were be­ing pro­cessed.




    The com­put­er had flashed on the screen a di­gest sum­ma­ry of de­cod­ed Se­cret Ser­vice

    mes­sage traf­fic, the gist of which was that the Vice-​Pres­ident had just es­caped a

    near-​as­sas­si­na­tion.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident?” Smith said in­to the phone.




    “Smith, I have to ask this ques­tion of you.”




    “Sir?”




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident was near­ly killed not fif­teen min­utes ago. They failed, who­ev­er

    they were.”




    “Yes, I know. The first re­port just reached me. My un­der­stand­ing is that the sit­ua­tion

    is se­cure.”




    “Is it?” asked the Pres­ident grim­ly.




    “Sir?”




    “Rel­ative to our con­ver­sa­tion the oth­er day, you didn’t or­der the Vice-​Pres­ident

    ter­mi­nat­ed, did you?”




    Harold Smith came out of his chair in sur­prise, his lemo­ny fea­tures gath­er­ing in

    hor­ror. The red tele­phone fell off the desk and Smith had to catch it in his hands be­fore

    the cord tore from the re­ceiv­er and dis­con­nect­ed the line.




    “Mr. Pres­ident, I can as­sure you that ter­mi­nat­ing the Vice-​Pres­ident is not

    some­thing this of­fice would un­der­take ex­cept un­der the most ex­treme cir­cum­stance. If

    then.”




    “You have ter­mi­nat­ed peo­ple who had stum­bled across your op­er­ation be­fore.”




    “For the good of Amer­ica. If CURE were to be­come known, it would be the same as

    ad­mit­ting that the Con­sti­tu­tion doesn’t work. That Amer­ica doesn’t work. Yes, I have

    is­sued some dis­taste­ful or­ders in the past, but al­ways with­in my op­er­at­ing

    pa­ram­eters.”




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident’s dis­cov­ery of your op­er­ation isn’t a threat? He has as much as

    giv­en you no­tice that you will be shut down when he’s elect­ed.”




    “That’s his priv­ilege-​if he is elect­ed,” Smith said stiffly. He was still on his

    feet.




    “But if he’s not, he be­comes a tar­get?”




    “We’ve nev­er faced that prob­lem be­fore,” said Harold Smith slow­ly. “But I think, un­der

    the cir­cum­stances, we would trust him as we do the for­mer pres­idents with whom we’ve worked

    be­fore.”




    “Why don’t you tell me about that, while we’re on the sub­ject? I’m about to be­come one of

    those for­mer pres­idents, so I might as well know now what to ex­pect. “




    “Well, Mr. Pres­ident, it’s very sim­ple. As long as a for­mer chief ex­ec­utive keeps his

    own coun­sel, we do not in­ter­fere with him.”




    “Hasn’t it oc­curred to you, Smith, that this leak might have come from a pre­vi­ous

    ad­min­is­tra­tion?”




    “Yes, sir. But I think that pos­si­bil­ity is a slim one.”




    “But you don’t dis­count it?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I do.”




    “You sound rather sure of your­self,” said the Pres­ident sus­pi­cious­ly. “What do you do,

    spy on them for the rest of their lives?”




    “No, Mr. Pres­ident. But be­yond that I can­not say. Se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons.”




    “Very well, let’s stay with the Vice-​Pres­ident for the mo­ment. Is there any chance that

    your spe­cial per­son had any­thing to do with this?”




    Smith start­ed to say, “No sir,” but stopped in midsyl­la­ble. He re­mem­bered his re­cent

    con­ver­sa­tion with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “Just a mo­ment, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Smith, and he capped his hand over the re­ceiv­er

    be­cause the red tele­phone did not have a hold but­ton. In­to his in­ter­com he said, “Mrs.

    Mikul­ka, would you have some­one check on the Alzheimer’s pa­tient in room fifty-​five, Mr.

    Chi­un. See if he is in his room or else­where on the premis­es.”




    When the an­swer came back, Smith breathed a sigh of re­lief. Mr. Chi­un was in his room. He

    re­turned to the Pres­ident.




    “Sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident. An­oth­er im­por­tant call. To an­swer your ques­tion, our spe­cial

    per­son does not op­er­ate un­sanc­tioned. And he does not use weapons. My in­for­ma­tion is

    that the would-​be as­sas­sin in Philadel­phia used an au­to­mat­ic weapon.”




    “I see your point. But this still leaves us in a bad way. The Vice-​Pres­ident just phoned.

    He want­ed to know if I had or­dered him ter­mi­nat­ed be­cause of that speech he gave the

    oth­er day. The fel­low is so scared he thinks his com­man­der in chief wants him out of the

    pic­ture.”




    “I’m sure that’s just a ner­vous re­ac­tion. Peo­ple who nar­row­ly es­cape death of­ten act

    ir­ra­tional­ly for a brief time af­ter­ward. “




    “I had to tell him I didn’t know what he was talk­ing about, which, of course, on­ly made

    him more sus­pi­cious. Smith, I can’t have the Vice-​Pres­ident think­ing he’s a tar­get of his

    own gov­ern­ment.”




    “Why don’t I put my spe­cial per­son on it?” Smith of­fered. “If there’s an­oth­er at­tempt

    on the Vice-​Pres­ident’s life, we’ll be there to stop it.”




    “Maybe that will prove to him we’re on the side of the an­gels. Okay, Smith. Go to it. Keep

    a low pro­file. If we can pull this off, we might be able to get the Vice-​Pres­ident to see

    the light.”




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident. Thank you, sir,” said Smith, hang­ing up.




    Smith had no soon­er set­tled in­to his chair then his sec­re­tary in­formed him that the

    head gar­den­er want­ed to see him.




    “Who? Oh, send him in,” said Smith, sud­den­ly re­al­iz­ing whom she meant.




    Re­mo Williams walked in, clutch­ing a news­pa­per. “Smit­ty, I think you have a prob­lem,”

    Re­mo said wor­ried­ly.




    “What­ev­er it is, it can wait. I have an as­sign­ment for Chi­un.”




    “I was read­ing the pa­per,” con­tin­ued Re­mo. “Where is it now?” He rum­maged through the

    news­pa­per, drop­ping sec­tions all over the floor. “Here it is,” said Re­mo, fold­ing one

    page and lay­ing it on Smith’s desk.




    “I thought you nev­er read the pa­pers,” said Smith.




    “I was catch­ing up on the fun­nies,” ex­plained Re­mo. “I came across this lit­tle

    item.”




    Smith fol­lowed Re­mo’s point­ing fin­ger.




    “I’m sur­prised your com­put­ers didn’t alert you to this one, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    Smith read the head­line: “PRIN­CIP­PI PROMIS­ES END TO COVERT OP­ER­ATIONS.”




    “The gov­er­nor gave that speech the oth­er day,” Smith said flat­ly. But he read the lead

    para­graph any­way.




    “Oh, my God,” Smith said slow­ly.




    “Are you think­ing what I’m think­ing, Smit­ty?”




    “Prin­cip­pi knows too,” Smith breathed.




    “That’s what I thought,” said Re­mo. “The way he end­ed his speech with the line about

    cur­ing the coun­try. It just seemed odd to me. What do you mean, ‘too’?” Re­mo said

    sud­den­ly.




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident knows,” said Smith, glassy-​eyed. He stared at the ceil­ing.




    “Well, that isn’t so ter­ri­ble, is it? I mean, if any­one had to find out, those guys

    aren’t ex­act­ly the worst pos­si­bil­ities.”




    “It’s not who they are,” Smith said. “It’s where they learned about CURE-​as­sum­ing that is

    the case.”




    “The Pres­ident?”




    “He as­sures me that he did not. And we know that none of the for­mer pres­idents could have

    re­vealed the truth.”




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. “Chi­un and I have seen to that. A qui­et vis­it while they’re sleep­ing

    and a sim­ple pres­sure on a nerve in their tem­ples. A few whis­pered words, and in­stant

    se­lec­tive am­ne­sia. They don’t re­mem­ber that CURE ex­ists.”




    “No, the leak is not from our gov­ern­ment, past or present. I feel con­fi­dent about that

    much.”




    “What are you go­ing to do about it? I know it won’t mat­ter to me and Chi­un. We’ll be out

    of here in an­oth­er few days, but if CURE is ter­mi­nat­ed, you go down the tubes with it.

    Call me sen­ti­men­tal, but I’d hate to see that hap­pen. “




    “Thank you, Re­mo. It’s very kind of you to say that.”




    “You know, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly, “I used to hate you.”




    “I know.”




    “What you did to me-​the frame for a killing I didn’t do, the faked elec­tric chair, the

    grave with my name on it-​it was all pret­ty nasty.”




    “It was nec­es­sary. We need­ed a man who no longer ex­ist­ed be­cause the or­ga­ni­za­tion

    would not of­fi­cial­ly ex­ist.”




    “But it worked out. Look at me. I’m Sinan­ju now. Over in Ko­rea I have a beau­ti­ful girl

    wait­ing for me and a house I built with my own hands. Ev­ery­thing is go­ing to be all right.

    I feel pret­ty good about it. Oh, there were some rough times, but it’s go­ing to work out for

    me. I want it to work out for you too.”




    “Thank you, Re­mo,” said Smith sin­cere­ly. He was un­com­fort­able with dis­plays of

    emo­tion, but he and Re­mo had been through many tri­als to­geth­er. It felt good to know that

    Re­mo no longer held a grudge. “Per­haps, Re­mo, you can do me a fa­vor.”




    “What’s that?”




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident has just es­caped an as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempt. I’m de­tail­ing

    Chi­un to watch over him in case there is an­oth­er in­ci­dent. Could you pitch in?”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “Sounds like an easy gig. Okay, Smit­ty. One last as­sign­ment. A

    free­bie.”




    “Thank you,” said Smith. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”




    “Just keep the sub­ma­rine gassed up,” said Re­mo, smil­ing. And he left the room whistling

    cheer­ful­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    Se­cu­ri­ty around Blair House was the tight­est it had been since 1950, when Puer­to Ri­can

    na­tion­al­ists had tried to as­sas­si­nate Pres­ident Tru­man, who had been liv­ing there

    while the White House was un­der­go­ing ren­ova­tion.




    Af­ter the at­tempt on his life in Philadel­phia, the Vice-​Pres­ident had been flown back

    to Wash­ing­ton to de­com­press. His pri­vate home was con­sid­ered im­pos­si­ble to de­fend,

    so he had tak­en up res­idence at Blair House-​where vis­it­ing heads of state usu­al­ly

    stayed-​across the street from the White House. Mov­able con­crete bar­ri­ers were placed in

    front of the or­nate gray build­ing to dis­cour­age car bombs, which were a fa­vorite tac­tic

    of Mid­dle East­ern ter­ror­ists. Snipers were de­ployed on the roof, and Se­cret Ser­vice

    agents pa­trolled the neigh­bor­hood, walkie-​talkies in hand.




    There had been no con­crete iden­ti­fi­ca­tion made of the would-​be as­sas­sin in

    Philadel­phia. He had died at the scene. But he was be­lieved to be a Mid­dle East­ern­er,

    na­tion­al­ity un­known. It was as­sumed that the man had not act­ed alone be­cause a taxi was

    seen leav­ing the scene. It was lat­er found aban­doned, its driv­er mur­dered in the back

    seat. A wit­ness had come for­ward and de­scribed three Mid­dle East­ern na­tion­als who had

    been seen run­ning from the car, and al­though a man­hunt for per­sons of that type was

    im­me­di­ate­ly ini­ti­at­ed, no trace of any ac­com­plice was found. But the ten­ta­tive

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion of the dead at­tack­er as Mid­dle East­ern had gal­va­nized the Se­cret

    Ser­vice. They were pre­pared for any ter­ror­ist at­tack on the Vice-​Pres­ident’s life short

    of a tac­ti­cal nu­cle­ar weapon.




    They were not pre­pared for the two men who saun­tered down Penn­syl­va­nia Av­enue as if

    they owned it and all the land around it as far as the eye could see.




    Se­cret Ser­vice Agent Or­rin Snell re­ceived a rou­tine no­ti­fi­ca­tion when the two

    passed a Se­cret Ser­vice check­point near the George Wash­ing­ton Uni­ver­si­ty

    Hos­pi­tal.




    “Two sub­jects com­ing your way,” the check­point told him via walkie-​talkie.




    “De­scrip­tions?” Snell asked.




    “Male Cau­casian, about five-​eleven, weight 155, brown on brown, and wear­ing a black

    T-​shirt and gray chi­nos. Ac­com­pa­nied by a short male Ori­en­tal, bald­ing, age

    ap­prox­imate­ly eighty.”




    “De­scribe Ori­en­tal’s at­tire.”




    “Words fail me,” said the check­point. “You’ll know him when you see him. He’s dressed like

    Pinky Lee.”




    “Like who?”




    “Like Pee-​Wee Her­man.”




    “Oh,” said Snell, un­der­stand­ing per­fect­ly. The pair were just com­ing in­to view now.

    He sized up the Cau­casian with a glance. No trou­ble from that quar­ter. The guy was

    ob­vi­ous­ly un­armed. The Ori­en­tal was very short and very old. He wore a red busi­ness suit

    that would have been well-​tai­lored ex­cept that the sleeves flared like those of a

    man­darin’s robes. He walked with his hands tucked in­to the sleeves so that they were un­seen.

    There was plen­ty of room in those sleeves to con­ceal a pis­tol or a grenade.




    Agent Snell drew his au­to­mat­ic from its shoul­der hol­ster re­flex­ive­ly. He was not

    tak­ing any chances.




    “Do not point that of­fen­sive thing at me,” said the small Ori­en­tal in a squeaky

    voice.




    “Hold on, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Let me han­dle this,” the Cau­casian said.




    “Please stand per­fect­ly still,” Snell or­dered. “I need back­up here,” he called in­to the

    walkie-​talkie. Al­most be­fore the words were out of his mouth, two oth­er agents came around

    the cor­ner, pis­tols at the ready.




    “What’s the prob­lem, pal?” the Cau­casian asked.




    “No prob­lem, if you co­op­er­ate. I’d like your friend to take his hands out of his

    sleeves. Slow­ly.”




    “Is he crazed?” asked the Ori­en­tal of the taller man.




    “Just do it. He looks ner­vous.”




    The Ori­en­tal shrugged and sep­arat­ed his sleeves, re­veal­ing what agent Snell at first

    mis­took for a hand­ful of nee­dles. Then he re­al­ized he was look­ing at the longest

    fin­ger­nails he had ev­er seen in his life.




    “Okay;” Snell said slow­ly. “I guess there’s no prob­lem.” The oth­er agents low­ered their

    weapons.




    “Ex­cel­lent,” said the Ori­en­tal bright­ly. “Now per­haps you can ren­der us some

    as­sis­tance. We are seek­ing the res­idence of the Pres­ident of Vice.”




    The pis­tols came back up.




    “What do you want to know for?” asked Snell.




    “We’re tourists,” said the Cau­casian hasti­ly.




    “Tourists are not al­lowed in­to Blair House,” said Snell.




    “Our mis­take,” replied the Cau­casian. “We’ll be on our way now.”




    “I’ll have to ask for iden­ti­fi­ca­tion be­fore you go,” Snell said.




    The Cau­casian turned his pock­ets in­side out, show­ing emp­ty lin­ings.




    “Must have left mine back in Peo­ria,” he said.




    “I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I car­ry no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion be­cause all wor­thy

    per­sons know of me,” the Ori­en­tal pro­claimed.




    “You don’t have any iden­ti­fi­ca­tion ei­ther?” asked Snell.




    “If you wish some­one to vouch for me, ask your Pres­ident. He knows me per­son­al­ly.”




    “He does?” said Snell, for a heart-​stop­ping mo­ment won­der­ing if he had stopped a

    vis­it­ing dig­ni­tary.




    “Yes,” said the Ori­en­tal, re­turn­ing his hands to his sleeves. “I saved his life

    once.”




    Be­hind the two men, one of the oth­er agents mouthed a silent word: crack­pots. Snell

    nod­ded.




    “Why don’t you just go on your way?” he said.




    “That’s what we were do­ing,” said the Cau­casian. Agent Or­rin Snell watched them walk

    away.




    “Talk about the odd cou­ple,” Snell joked, shak­ing his head. “Did you hear what he called

    the lit­tle guy-​fa­ther. Okay, ev­ery­body back to your sta­tions.”




    Af­ter his men had re­turned to their po­si­tions, Snell couldn’t re­sist look­ing down the

    street af­ter the strange pair. They were gone. Penn­syl­va­nia Av­enue was de­sert­ed and

    there was no ob­vi­ous place the pair could have gone. They were not across the street. He

    ra­dioed to the next check­point.




    “I’ve lost sight of a male Cau­casian and an Ori­en­tal com­ing your way. Any con­tact?”




    “Neg­ative,” was the re­ply.




    Snell rushed up the Blair House steps and knocked on the or­nate door in code.




    An­oth­er agent poked out his head. “No prob­lems?” Snell de­mand­ed.




    “None. What do you have?”




    “Noth­ing. Must be a false alarm. I’ll be glad when this scare is over,” he said,

    re­turn­ing to the street. He took his usu­al po­si­tion and won­dered where the pair had gone.

    As long as they hadn’t gone in­to Blair House, then it wasn’t his prob­lem, he de­cid­ed.




    Re­mo paused with his head just un­der the roof cor­nice of Blair House.




    “Get­ting old, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo called down. “You used to be the first one to the

    top.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju climbed around a win­dow un­til he had reached Re­mo’s lev­el.




    “I am not get­ting old,” Chi­un snapped. “It is these Amer­ican clothes. They are not made

    for scal­ing.”




    “Maybe you should go back to ki­monos,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed, grin­ning.




    “Non­sense. I am in ser­vice to Amer­ica. I will dress like an Amer­ican. Did you see how I

    got us past that fool­ish guard with­out arous­ing his sus­pi­cions?”




    “That’s not how I re­mem­ber it, Chi­un. And if you don’t low­er your voice we’re not go­ing

    to get past the guards on the roof.”




    “There are guards on the roof?”




    “Lis­ten. You can hear them breath­ing.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju cocked a del­icate ear. He nod­ded. “They will be easy to han­dle.

    One of them breathes like a bel­lows. A to­bac­co ad­dict, I am sure.”




    “Why both­er?” said Re­mo. “Let’s go in a win­dow.”




    “Do you have any spe­cial win­dow in mind?” whis­pered Chi­un. “I do not want to find

    my­self in a la­dy’s bed­room by mis­take.”




    Re­mo grinned. “I’ll see what I can do.” And like a spi­der in its web, Re­mo slipped down

    the build­ing’s side un­til he found an un­lit win­dow. Cling­ing to the case­ment, he ran one

    fin­ger­nail around the edge of the pane. The glass squeaked like a nail be­ing pulled from a

    tree.




    Chi­un joined him, hang­ing gin­ger­ly so that his fin­ger­nails were not chipped by the

    brick.




    “If you would grow your nails to the prop­er length,” he said, “you would not get that

    mouse-​squeak sound.”




    “I can live with a lit­tle noise,” said Re­mo, press­ing his palm against the glass to test

    its re­sis­tance.




    “No,” ad­mon­ished Chi­un. “You could die from a lit­tle noise. “




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “Watch this.” And he popped the glass in with a smack of his palm. The

    hand fol­lowed the glass in with eye-​blur­ring speed. When Re­mo with­drew the hand, he held

    the glass pane be­tween two fin­gers, in­tact.




    “Af­ter you,” said Re­mo, ex­ecut­ing as much of a bow as he could, con­sid­er­ing that he

    clung to the side of a build­ing with one hand and both feet.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju slipped in­to the open frame like col­ored smoke drawn in­to an

    ex­haust vent. Re­mo went in af­ter him.




    The room was dark. Re­mo set the pane on a long ta­ble and made for the il­lu­mi­nat­ed

    out­line of a door.




    In the hall, the light was mel­low. It came from brass wall lamps. The wall­pa­per was

    ex­pen­sive and taste­ful-​but it was al­most as thick as the rug. There was a still air about

    the hall usu­al­ly found in mu­se­ums.




    Re­mo went first. He had no idea where the Vice-​Pres­ident would be quar­tered and said

    so.




    “Pah!” said Chi­un. “It is sim­ple. Look for the largest con­cen­tra­tion of guards. Then

    look for the near­est locked door. Be­hind it we will find the one we seek.”




    “What hap­pens if they see us first?”




    “A good as­sas­sin is nev­er seen first,” Chi­un said, lead­ing the way.




    The en­tire floor was de­sert­ed. “Up or down?” asked Re­mo. “Most rulers equate height with

    safe­ty,” said Chi­un.




    “Then it’s up,” said Re­mo, start­ing for the stairs.




    “But when one’s life is in dan­ger, the clos­er one is to the ground, the quick­er one can

    es­cape an at­tack. “




    Re­mo stopped in his tracks. “Down?”




    “Do not be in a rush. I am try­ing to think like an Amer­ican,” said Chi­un, tug­ging at his

    wispy beard. “Now, if I were an Amer­ican, what would I do in a sit­ua­tion like this?”




    “Send out for piz­za?”




    “Do not jest, Re­mo. This is se­ri­ous. I am try­ing to ac­cli­mate my­self to this

    coun­try.”




    “What’s the point? This is our last as­sign­ment. Af­ter this, we’re free and clear.”




    “That, no doubt, is the rea­son for your high spir­its tonight.”




    “I feel like the world is my oys­ter,” Re­mo said.




    “Oys­ter, be­ware the crab,” in­toned Chi­un, lis­ten­ing.




    “What’s that sup­posed to mean?”




    “It means we go up. I hear the buzz of voic­es above. We will find the Amer­ican Pres­ident

    of Vice there.”




    “Vice-​Pres­ident,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed.




    “Pos­si­bly him too.”




    The Vice-​Pres­ident had fall­en asleep in an over­stuffed chair be­side a four-​poster bed,

    the lat­est poll re­sults in his lap.




    He awoke to a gen­tle tap­ping on his shoul­der. “Huh? What?” he said mushi­ly.




    “Sor­ry to wake you up,” a cool voice said.




    Stand­ing be­fore him were two men-​a white man and a lit­tle Ori­en­tal guy in a red suit

    and green tie that made him re­sem­ble one of San­ta’s helpers at a prom.




    “Who? What?”




    “He is not very ar­tic­ulate for a lead­er,” said the Ori­en­tal. “Pos­si­bly we have the

    wrong per­son.”




    “Smith sent us,” the white guy said. “You know who we mean when we say Smith?”




    “You’re here to kill me,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident in hor­ror.




    “He knows, all right,” the Cau­casian mut­tered.




    “No, O pos­si­ble fu­ture ruler,” said the Ori­en­tal. “We are here to see that no harm

    comes to you.”




    “Where are my body­guards?”




    “Sleep­ing,” said the white man. “I didn’t want them in­ter­rupt­ing. By the way, I’m Re­mo

    and this is Chi­un. We work for Smith, al­though that won’t be the case if or when you’re

    elect­ed.”




    “That is still sub­ject to dis­cus­sion,” Chi­un in­ter­ject­ed hasti­ly.




    “No, it’s not,” Re­mo said.




    “Do not lis­ten to him. He is lovesick for a wom­an he bare­ly knows.”




    “I’ve known Mah-​Li for a year now,” Re­mo said. And the two of them leapt in­to an

    ar­gu­ment in some singsong lan­guage.




    The Vice-​Pres­ident start­ed to ease him­self out of the chair. The white man, Re­mo,

    see­ing him move, reached out a hand and touched him on the side of the neck. Open-​mouthed,

    the Vice-​Pres­ident froze in po­si­tion, half in and half out of the chair, while the two

    ar­gued on, obliv­ious of his dis­com­fort.




    “And that’s fi­nal,” said Re­mo in En­glish when the ar­gu­ment fi­nal­ly ran its

    course.




    “You wish,” re­tort­ed Chi­un.




    Re­mo turned back to the Vice-​Pres­ident.




    “Now, where were we? Oh, yeah. It’s like this. Chi­un and I don’t have any stake in your

    elec­tion or in CURE be­cause we’re go­ing back to Ko­rea soon. Smith asked us to pro­tect you

    be­fore we go. That’s why we’re here. But I thought I’d put in a good word for Smith while

    we’re here. He’s re­al­ly a nice guy when you get to know him. And he’s pret­ty good with the

    tax­pay­ers’ mon­ey. Tight-​fist­ed, you know.”




    “But gen­er­ous where it counts,” added Chi­un.




    “We want you to know he’s not be­hind the at­tack on your life, and to prove it and to prove

    how ef­fec­tive the op­er­ation is, we’re go­ing to stay with you un­til we’re sure there won’t

    be an­oth­er at­tack on your life. That clear?”




    The Vice-​Pres­ident tried to nod. He could not move. His feet tin­gled and he was sure they

    were falling asleep. “Oh, sor­ry,” said Re­mo, reach­ing out to mas­sage the throat nerve that

    sent the Vice-​Pres­ident col­laps­ing in­to his seat. “How’s that?”




    “Sinan­ju?” the Vice-​Pres­ident asked huski­ly.




    “You know about that too?” asked Chi­un cu­ri­ous­ly.




    “Yes. It was all in the let­ter.”




    “What let­ter told you about Sinan­ju?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    “The one signed Tulip.”




    Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “Do you know any Tulip?”




    “No. I would not have for a friend one who would call him­self that. We will ask Smith.

    Pos­si­bly he knows this Tulip.”




    “Why don’t you both go do that lit­tle thing?” the Vice-​Pres­ident sug­gest­ed. “I would

    like to get some sleep, if you don’t mind.”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “We just want­ed you to know we were on the job.”




    “Fine. Con­sid­er it writ­ten down in my di­ary.”




    “We’ll be out­side if you need us,” said Re­mo, head­ing for the door. The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju fol­lowed him.




    Re­mo paused in the door­way. “You won’t for­get what I said about Smith and the

    op­er­ation, will you?”




    “Nev­er,” promised the Vice-​Pres­ident.




    “Great,” said Re­mo, giv­ing the Vice-​Pres­ident an A-​okay sign with his fin­gers.




    When the door shut, the Vice-​Pres­ident looked for a tele­phone. He’d get help down here so

    fast those two would nev­er know what hap­pened. But he saw no tele­phone in the bed­room.

    Fran­ti­cal­ly he looked ev­ery­where. In the side ta­bles, by the win­dow, even un­der the

    bed. Fi­nal­ly he re­al­ized there wasn’t one.




    Doff­ing his bathrobe, the Vice-​Pres­ident crawled in­to the bed and tried to sleep. Come

    morn­ing, the Se­cret Ser­vice shift would be changed. Then those two would see what they were

    in for. And Smith would too. Na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty be damned. Dr. Harold W. Smith had

    over­stepped him­self this time and the Vice-​Pres­ident was go­ing to see that man clapped in

    a fed­er­al cell if it was his last of­fi­cial act as Vice-​Pres­ident.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    Se­cret Ser­vice agent Or­rin Snell knew how to read the street. He was trained to ze­ro in

    on the sub­tle de­tails that nev­er reg­is­tered on the or­di­nary per­son. The lit­tle things

    that were out of place or not quite right. A man walk­ing with his hand hov­er­ing in­stead of

    hang­ing limp meant that that per­son car­ried a sidearm and was pre­pared to use it. A furtive

    walk meant a man who feared no­tice or pur­suit. A car mov­ing too slow­ly could mean

    any­thing, but one mov­ing too fast could on­ly mean trou­ble.




    Agent Snell could hear trou­ble com­ing four blocks away. He knew it even be­fore his

    walkie-​talkie crack­led the mes­sage.




    “Late-​mod­el Ford com­ing at you at a high rate of speed. Two males in the front, no

    fur­ther de­scrip­tion.”




    “Back­up!” Snell barked, drop­ping in­to a crouch be­hind the con­crete bar­ri­ers on the

    curb. He set his walkie-​talkie down at his feet and pulled his re­volver, hold­ing it

    dou­ble-​hand­ed.




    The car squealed to a stop, fish­tail­ing. Its doors banged open and two men in dun­ga­ree

    jack­ets and col­or­ful kaf­fiyehs mask­ing their faces ex­plod­ed out of ei­ther side. They

    car­ried Uzis.




    Agent Snell called for them to drop their weapons. That was his mis­take.




    A hand grenade arched up from one of the at­tack­ers’ hands and land­ed be­hind him,

    bounc­ing twice be­fore it det­onat­ed.




    Snell felt noth­ing at first. Then there was a crush­ing noise and his top of his head

    seemed to squeeze in on it­self. When he opened his eyes, he was on his back, his head some­how

    rest­ing against a con­crete bar­ri­er so that he was look­ing down at him­self.




    His legs re­sem­bled twin meat­ball sand­wich­es in the torn wrap­pers of his trousers. The

    right one was dou­bled un­der his thigh. he could not move ei­ther leg. He groped for his

    re­volver, but it was nowhere to be found.




    At that mo­ment his back­ups ar­rived from around the cor­ner. They stopped, took in the

    sight of agent Snell bleed­ing on the side­walk, and their faces reg­is­tered the shock of what

    they saw.




    Snell tried to shout at them. Don’t look at me, you id­iots. Get the ones who did this.

    What’s the mat­ter with you? No words came.




    Then two fig­ures jumped from be­hind the bar­ri­ers and cut both agents down.




    The two at­tack­ers went for Blair House’s mas­sive dou­ble doors. They ap­plied a plas­tic

    charge to the lock, jumped back, and wait­ed for the ex­plo­sion.




    A mushy whoom came and the doors fell in.




    The two ter­ror­ists fol­lowed the doors in­side, their kaf­fiyehs pro­tect­ing them against

    the smoke and swirling plas­ter dust.




    On the ground, Or­rin Snell tried to find his gun. His hand brushed some­thing. Through

    pain-​racked eyes he saw that it was his walkie-​talkie. He fum­bled it on­to his chest.




    “Two men . . . Uzis . . . in­side front door. Stop them,” he mut­tered painful­ly.




    Stat­ic an­swered him. And there was no sound of re­turn­ing fire from in­side Blair

    House.




    What was the mat­ter with them? Snell thought dazed­ly. Why weren’t the in­ner guards

    re­spond­ing? Were they all asleep?




    “Still asleep,” said Re­mo, peek­ing in­to the room.




    He re­joined Chi­un in the hall. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat on an an­tique chair. A long

    scroll lay in his lap.




    “What’s that you’re work­ing on?” Re­mo asked.




    “Noth­ing,” said Chi­un ab­sent­ly, shift­ing in his chair so that Re­mo could not see what

    he was writ­ing.




    “Looks like one of your his­to­ries, but I know you left them all back in Sinan­ju.”




    “Cor­rect,” said Chi­un.




    “Then what?”




    “It is none of your busi­ness.”




    “If it’s not a his­to­ry scroll, then it’s got­ta be a con­tract scroll.”




    “What makes you say that?”




    “The rib­bon you un­tied from it. It’s blue. Aren’t Sinan­ju con­tracts tied with blue

    rib­bons?”




    “So are the birth an­nounce­ments of the off­spring of Sinan­ju Mas­ters.”




    “Then it’s a con­tract,” Re­mo said.




    “Do not be so quick to as­sume,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “You’d de­ny it if it weren’t. Look, Chi­un, I hope you’re not cook­ing up some new scheme

    to keep us in Amer­ica. I’m telling you right now that it won’t work,”




    “Why not? It worked last time.”




    “Aha! So you ad­mit last time was a trick?”




    “You are just catch­ing on now, Re­mo my son? You are duller of mind than I thought.

    Per­haps you need more stim­ulat­ing work to sharp­en your skills. Weed­ing has made you

    soft-​wit­ted. “




    “I on­ly did that once. So what are you do­ing-​look­ing over the last con­tract for

    loop­holes?”




    “I am try­ing, but the traf­fic noise is very bad.”




    “Yeah, I heard the tires screech­ing too. Teenagers, prob­ably.”




    From the end of the cor­ri­dor there came the dull whump of a muf­fled ex­plo­sion.




    “What was that?” asked Re­mo, stiff­en­ing.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was on his feet, rolling the scroll and ty­ing its rib­bon with a

    com­pli­cat­ed two-​hand­ed mo­tion. He tossed it on­to the chair.




    “In­trud­ers,” he snapped. “Let us wel­come them.”




    It had worked per­fect­ly so far, thought Rafik. He and Is­mat had pen­etrat­ed Blair House

    with al­most no re­sis­tance. As he bound­ed up the stairs, he could not be­lieve how lax the

    se­cu­ri­ty was. He and Is­mat worked through the ground floor, room to room, reck­less and

    ready to shoot. They found no guards on the ground floor and climbed the stairs to the sec­ond

    floor.




    They found some­one here.




    There were two of them. A ca­su­al­ly dressed white man and an old­er, al­most tiny

    Ori­en­tal. Nei­ther seemed to be armed.




    “Look, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” the taller one said con­ver­sa­tion­al­ly. “Vis­itors.”




    “Shall I make tea?” asked the Ori­en­tal, just as ca­su­al­ly.




    “Let’s see how many lumps of sug­ar they want, first.”




    “I will let you ask them, for I am an old man, frail in health, and I do not wish to tax

    my­self walk­ing down this long cor­ri­dor to con­verse with them. Be­sides, you need the

    ex­er­cise and not I. “




    Rafik de­cid­ed to take them alive. They would tell where the Amer­ican lead­er could be

    found and save him valu­able search time.




    “Stand where you are,” Rafik or­dered, point­ing his weapon. In spite of the warn­ing, the

    Amer­ican walked to­ward him, while the Ori­en­tal dis­ap­peared through a side door.




    “I said stop,” Rafik re­peat­ed.




    “Do we shoot him?” asked Is­mat.




    “No,” hissed Rafik. “He is un­armed. We will take him eas­ily. “




    “How do you folks like your tea?” asked the Amer­ican. His smile was cru­el, al­most

    ar­ro­gant in his wide-​cheek­boned face.




    Rafik de­cid­ed to shoot him once in the leg. That would cool his brava­do. And get him

    talk­ing. He snapped off a low shot.




    A long rip ap­peared in the hall run­ner be­tween the man’s shoes.




    “You missed,” Is­mat hissed. “I will not miss again.”




    And he did not, be­cause even though the white Amer­ican had been at the oth­er end of the

    hall, sud­den­ly he was in Rafik’s face. It was as if Rafik had been look­ing at him through a

    cam­era and ac­ci­den­tal­ly tripped the zoom lens.




    Rafik knew he could not miss at this range. He pulled the trig­ger. And felt him­self be­ing

    turned in place. When he felt the re­coil of the Uzi, he was no longer look­ing at the dead

    eyes of the white Amer­ican but in­to Is­mat’s shocked face.




    “You . . . shot . . . me,” Is­mat moaned. He fell to the floor, twitch­ing.




    “You made me shoot my com­rade,” Rafik spat at the white.




    “There are worse things,” the Amer­ican said ca­su­al­ly. In his hand he had Rakik’s own Uzi

    and was me­thod­ical­ly field-​strip­ping it. The trou­ble was, he ob­vi­ous­ly did not know

    how to take apart a fine weapon like the Uzi be­cause he re­moved whole sec­tions with­out

    dis­en­gag­ing them prop­er­ly. The Uzi made strange crack­ing sounds and then fell in pieces

    on­to the rug.




    Rafik knew that he was no match for hands that could dis­mem­ber a pis­tol like that. He

    plucked a grenade from his belt, pulled the pin with his strong teeth, and yelled the words

    that usu­al­ly quashed all re­sis­tance dur­ing air­lin­er hi­jack­ings: “If I die, we will all

    die!”




    Rafik had no in­ten­tion of dy­ing. He had not let go of the safe­ty spoon. The grenade

    would not ex­plode un­til he did. He ex­pect­ed the mere threat of the grenade to trick the man

    in­to let­ting him back out of the build­ing to the car.




    But be­fore he could edge away, the man’s hands clutched his up­raised wrist. The oth­er

    hand twist­ed his thumb in its sock­et. The safe­ty spoon fell to the floor.




    Rafik tried to let go of the grenade. He could not. His hand was frozen around it. Then the

    man slapped him down on­to the floor. Rafik fell still clutch­ing the grenade un­der him.




    He tried to push him­self up, but the man was stand­ing on his back, hold­ing him on the

    ground. The grenade dug in­to his stom­ach.




    Then the grenade went off.




    Un­der Re­mo’s feet, the ter­ror­ist jumped. When he set­tled back on the rug, Re­mo stepped

    off the body. The man lay limp, but there was a pool of blood seep­ing from un­der him. His

    body had ab­sorbed the force of the ex­plo­sion.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped out in­to the hall. “How many lumps?” he asked.




    “None. They’re not thirsty,” said Re­mo. “That one is ru­in­ing the rug.”




    “Not my fault. He pulled a grenade. If I’d han­dled it any oth­er way, the shrap­nel would

    have ru­ined the hall, not just the rug.”




    Chi­un ap­proached. “Did he say who hired him?”




    “No. He didn’t have time.”




    “Then you bun­gled. Nev­er dis­patch a source of in­for­ma­tion un­til the source gives up

    what he knows.”




    “Yeah, well, if you’re so smart, why didn’t you han­dle it? I’m just along for the scenery

    this time out.”




    “I was mak­ing tea,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly.




    Jalid Kumquat­ti wait­ed un­til Rafik and Is­mat went in the front door be­fore he came out

    of hid­ing in the car’s back seat.




    The street was emp­ty of life. He vault­ed the an­titer­ror­ist bar­ri­ers and went around

    the back. There were no guards there. He had not ex­pect­ed to find any. They had all been

    drawn to the street, where his Hezbol­lahi broth­ers had elim­inat­ed them.




    Jalid had wait­ed long enough. When Rafik and Is­mat did not re­turn to the car, he knew

    that ei­ther they had run in­to trou­ble or the search for the Vice-​Pres­ident had tak­en

    longer than ex­pect­ed. He de­cid­ed the sit­ua­tion need­ed his fine hand. He won­dered if

    Rafik and Is­mat were dead. If they were, it would mean more mon­ey for him.




    Jalid went in through a win­dow. He wrapped the tail of his kaf­fiyeh around his eyes to

    pro­tect them from splin­ter­ing glass and took a run­ning jump. He went in head­first. He

    rolled as he hit the floor and land­ed on his feet. He sprang for the door.




    There was a tiny el­eva­tor im­me­di­ate­ly out­side the hall. He leapt for it, and luck­ily

    the rick­ety doors opened when he touched the but­ton. He rode the cage to the top and got out.

    It would be eas­ier to work his way down, search­ing for his tar­get, than to fight his way to

    the up­per floors and then back down again.




    The third door opened on a room full of sleep­ing men. Jalid knew they were Amer­ican

    Se­cret Ser­vice agents be­cause they wore sun­glass­es and gray suits even in slum­ber. He

    lift­ed his Kalash­nikov as­sault ri­fle to spray the room, but on sec­ond thought re­al­ized

    that that would be a waste of bul­lets.




    The agents were dead. They had to be. Six of them were stacked on a big canopied bed, their

    hands and feet dan­gling off the edges. Oth­ers lay about on the floor. There was no mark on

    any of them, which was odd be­cause nei­ther Rafik nor Is­mat had car­ried any kind of gas.

    Per­haps, he thought as he closed the door, they had gar­rot­ed the agents one at a time.

    Per­haps that was what had been keep­ing them so long.




    Then it was on­ly a mat­ter of time be­fore he would find Rafik and Is­mat and their

    tar­get, the Vice-​Pres­ident.




    Jalid burst in­to the next room. Emp­ty. He went on to the one across the hall. It too was

    emp­ty. Out­side the next room there was an an­tique chair on which rest­ed a roll of

    parch­ment tied by a blue rib­bon.




    Jalid kicked the door in. The lock gave on the first kick. The room was dark. He swiped his

    big hands along the in­side wall un­til he en­coun­tered a light switch.




    The burst of il­lu­mi­na­tion showed a very sleepy man sud­den­ly sit­ting straight up in

    bed. Jalid rec­og­nized the fa­mous boy­ish­ly ma­ture face.




    “Who? What?” the Vice-​Pres­ident said sleep­ily.




    Jalid smiled. He would get the cred­it for this kill af­ter all.




    Re­mo heard the crash of glass. Chi­un looked at him. “There are oth­ers,” Chi­un said.

    “Quick­ly, we must pro­tect our charge, who is pos­si­bly our next em­ploy­er.”




    “Let’s go.”




    Re­mo dashed for the el­eva­tor. He pressed the but­ton. Too late. The cage rat­tled past

    their floor with­out stop­ping. “Some­one’s on the el­eva­tor,” Re­mo said.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju bound­ed for the stairs, Re­mo hot on his heels.




    “If we fail, this will be your fault,” Chi­un said.




    “Can it, Chi­un. We won’t fail.”




    On the top floor they saw that the Vice-​Pres­ident’s bed­room door was open and spilling

    light in­to the hall.




    From with­in there came the brief burst of au­to­mat­ic-​weapon fire.




    “Aaeeie!” Chi­un wailed. “We are too late!”




    A dun­ga­ree-​clad man bounced back­ward out of the room. He slammed against the far wall,

    mo­men­tar­ily stunned. Re­cov­er­ing, he leaned in­to the wall and lift­ed his Kalash­nikov to

    fire in­to the bed­room.




    He nev­er got off a shot.




    A man leapt grace­ful­ly out of the bed­room, land­ed be­fore him, and, spin­ning on one

    foot, sent the oth­er shoot­ing out at shoul­der lev­el. The ter­ror­ist’s head snapped one

    way, then back the oth­er when the kick re­versed it­self. The Kalash­nikov clat­tered to the

    floor.




    The ter­ror­ist stared stupid­ly for the space of a heart­beat, then an open­hand­ed thrust

    snapped his neck. He slid down the wall in­to an in­ert heap.




    The man who had van­quished the ter­ror­ist turned to face Re­mo and Chi­un.




    They saw that he was tall, with the broad, tanned face of a Cal­ifor­nia surfer. His green

    eyes laughed. He wore a white gi, such as karate fight­ers wore, with the tra­di­tion­al black

    belt around his thick mid­dle.




    “Who are you sup­posed to be?” Re­mo asked.




    “Call me Ado­nis. It is my of­fi­cial code des­ig­na­tion. I am here to pro­tect the

    Vice-​Pres­ident’s life.”




    “And a great job you did of it, too,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident, stum­bling out of the

    bed­room in pep­per­mint pa­ja­mas. He looked at Re­mo and Chi­un. “Where were you two when all

    this was go­ing on?”




    “Tak­ing care of the two ter­ror­ists who came in the front,” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly.




    “Is that a fact? Well, if this fel­low here hadn’t crashed in through the win­dow, I’d be

    dead meat now. The killer had me dead to rights.” The Vice-​Pres­ident turned to his

    res­cuer.




    “I’d like to shake your hand,” he said warm­ly.




    The man called Ado­nis bowed deeply. When he came up, he shook hands hearti­ly. The

    Vice-​Pres­ident no­ticed his broad shoul­ders and bronzed healthy face. He com­pared them

    against Re­mo’s skin­ny physique and Chi­un’s diminu­tive stature.




    “Now, this is my idea of a re­al body­guard,” he said.




    “Don’t for­get we helped too,” Re­mo point­ed out. “We got the two down­stairs.”




    “Yeah, right,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident, turn­ing his back on them. “That was some fan­cy

    foot­work you did there, son. What was it-​karate?”




    “No, kung fu.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju spat on the floor. “Stolen from us,” he said.




    “Maybe so,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident. “But it looks like he im­proved up­on the

    orig­inal.”




    “A fluke,” hissed Chi­un. “Why, with my fin­ger, I could ren­der this pret­ty boy a writhing

    bag of suet. Look at him. He is fat.”




    “Looks like mus­cle to me,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident. “Who sent you, my friend?”




    “I will tell you lat­er, when there is no one to over­hear us,” Ado­nis said, nod­ding in

    Re­mo and Chi­un’s di­rec­tion. Re­mo and Chi­un ex­changed glances.




    “Say the word, Lit­tle Fa­ther, and I’ll set­tle this guy’s hash,” Re­mo growled.




    The Vice-​Pres­ident said, “You’ll do noth­ing of the kind. This man has been sent here to

    guard me. He’s proven he can do it. You two get lost. I don’t need you any­more.”




    “We are charged with pro­tect­ing your per­son,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, draw­ing

    him­self up proud­ly.




    “You’re through, washed up. You’re both has-​beens. Tell Smith I said that. And tell him

    there’ll be an in­ves­ti­ga­tion of this busi­ness. I don’t think it’s a co­in­ci­dence that

    you two im­mo­bi­lized my Se­cret Ser­vice pro­tec­tion just be­fore I was at­tacked. This

    whole thing smells like a set­up to me. Take out my body­guards with one hand while you let in

    the as­sas­sins with the oth­er.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju puffed out his cheeks in anger. “He has in­sult­ed Sinan­ju!” he

    cried. “For that I will-“




    Re­mo got in his way. “No, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Do you want to make things worse?”




    “There, see! The lit­tle guy wants to kill me!” the Vice-​Pres­ident said tri­umphant­ly.

    “That’s proof.”




    Ado­nis stepped in front of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Do not fear. He will not harm a hair

    on your head as long as I’m here.”




    “The fi­nal in­sult,” said Chi­un, prac­ti­cal­ly jump­ing up and down. “A kung-​fu dancer

    threat­ens the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju!”




    Re­mo took Chi­un by his frail shoul­ders.




    “Calm down, will you?” he plead­ed. “Look, let’s just go. We’re not want­ed here.”




    “You are not need­ed here, ei­ther,” Ado­nis taunt­ed.




    “We’ll see about you lat­er,” said Re­mo, guid­ing Chi­un to the el­eva­tor.




    “Be sure to tuck him in. He looks very old,” Ado­nis called mock­ing­ly.




    Re­mo had to use all his strength to get the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­to the el­eva­tor. He

    won­dered how he was go­ing to ex­plain this to Smith.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    “We are dis­graced,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “Cut it out, Chi­un. I don’t want to hear it.”




    They were walk­ing along Penn­syl­va­nia Av­enue. Re­mo found a phone booth near the

    Trea­sury Build­ing.




    “Hold on,” Re­mo said, slip­ping in­to the booth.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked at him crit­ical­ly. “What are you do­ing?”




    “Re­port­ing to Smith.”




    Chi­un snatched the phone out of Re­mo’s hands and sev­ered the cord with a vi­cious

    fin­ger­nail slice.




    “Chi­un!” Re­mo said.




    “Are you mad? Re­port to Smith!”




    “What else do you want me to do? We re­port to Smith. He tells us what we should do

    next.”




    “Tell him! Tell him what?”




    “Why, what hap­pened, of course.”




    “The truth! You are mad. In the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju, no Mas­ter has ev­er told the

    com­plete truth to an em­per­or. It is un­heard of.”




    “You want me to lie?”




    “No, but in sit­ua­tions such as this, one must be diplo­mat­ic. “




    “You want me to lie, ” said Re­mo, look­ing for an­oth­er phone. There was one ad­join­ing

    the first booth.




    “I do not want you to lie,” said Chi­un. “But I think we should not jump in­to the truth too

    swift­ly, like a fool­ish man who wades out in­to a treach­er­ous surf, un­aware of cur­rents

    and drop-​offs. “




    Re­mo lift­ed the re­ceiv­er. Then he re­mem­bered that he didn’t have a quar­ter on him. In

    fact, he had no mon­ey at all. He turned to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and in­stant­ly dis­missed

    the idea of ask­ing him di­rect­ly for the quar­ter.




    “Tell you what, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said so­lic­itous­ly. “You make the call.”




    “I will. But let us get our sto­ry straight be­fore we plunge in. “




    “Tell him what­ev­er you want,” said Re­mo, hand­ing Chi­un the re­ceiv­er.




    “I do not know the stupid codes,” said Chi­un.




    “Make you a deal. You put the quar­ter in the slot and I’ll work the se­cu­ri­ty code.”




    “Done,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, re­mov­ing a red wal­let from an in­side pock­et and

    ex­tract­ing a quar­ter from it. He dropped the coin in the slot, hold­ing the re­ceiv­er tight

    to one ear while Re­mo punched the but­tons.




    Re­mo al­ways hat­ed the codes. He could nev­er re­mem­ber them, and since he was no longer

    an of­fi­cial CURE em­ploy­ee, he no longer tried. The last time he had used the code, it had

    been a con­tin­uous one. Re­mo pressed the one but­ton and held it down. He asked Chi­un, “Have

    you got him yet? He should be com­ing on about now.”




    “No,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “I am in­stead lis­ten­ing to some wom­an claim­ing to

    tell me the cor­rect time. She is off by two sec­onds.” Chi­un hung up.




    “What’d you hang up for? That was Smith.”




    “Has Smith be­come a wom­an?”




    “No, the tele­phone sig­nal goes through the phone sys­tem’s cor­rect-​time ser­vice. Smith

    comes on af­ter the weath­er.”




    “He should have come on be­fore the wom­an.”




    “Let’s try again, shall we?”




    “Your quar­ter this time,” said Chi­un.




    “I’ll have to owe it to you,” sighed Re­mo.




    “And I will have to charge you in­ter­est,” coun­tered Chi­un, drop­ping an­oth­er quar­ter

    in­to the slot. Re­mo leaned on the one but­ton. Af­ter a mo­ment Chi­un be­gan to chat­ter

    anx­ious­ly.




    “It is not my fault, Em­per­or Smith. I tried. Even Re­mo tried. We could not help what

    hap­pened. I hope you will keep our past record of suc­cess in mind at the next con­tract

    sign­ing, for when de­cid­ing such im­por­tant mat­ters it is al­ways wise to keep the to­tal

    ser­vice of a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in mind.”




    “What are you telling him?” asked Re­mo, grab­bing the phone. “What hap­pened to break­ing

    the news gen­tly?”




    “I am be­side my­self with wor­ry. Nev­er has such a thing hap­pened.”




    “Right,” said Re­mo. In­to the phone he said, “Hel­lo, Smit­ty? “




    Harold Smith’s voice was dead and flat like that of a man speak­ing from the grave.




    “Re­mo, please don’t tell me that the Vice-​Pres­ident is dead.”




    “No, he’s not dead,” Re­mo said. “How bad­ly is he wound­ed?”




    “He’s not.”




    “Then what was Chi­un bab­bling about?” Smith want­ed to know, his voice ris­ing.




    “I’ll make it short,” Re­mo said. “There was an­oth­er at­tack. Mid­dle East­ern­ers again.

    Chi­un and I got two of them, but one got past us.”




    “Around us,” Chi­un said loud­ly enough to be heard three blocks away. “He did not get past

    us.”




    “He got to the Vice-​Pres­ident be­fore we could. Then some­one else got to him. Some

    mus­cle-​bound kung-​fu clown. “




    “As fierce a war­rior as I have ev­er be­fore seen,” yelled Chi­un. “Swift he was, and

    dead­ly of hand and eye. Al­so, he cheat­ed. He climbed in through a win­dow in­stead of us­ing

    the front door like a civ­ilized body­guard.”




    Re­mo just looked at Chin blankly. Chi­un sub­sid­ed in­to si­lence.




    “As I was say­ing,” Re­mo went on, still look­ing at Chi­un’s wor­ried face, “this guy beat

    us to the punch. He took out the last killer. Claimed he’s the Vice-​Pres­ident’s new

    body­guard, but wouldn’t say who sent him un­til we were out of the room.”




    “I see,” said Smith. “I as­sume you’re call­ing from Blair House to re­quest an iden­ti­ty

    check on this new el­ement?”




    “Not ex­act­ly,” said Re­mo. “We’re out on the street. The Vice-​Pres­ident kicked us

    out.”




    “Kicked-“




    “Yeah, he thought this kung-​fu surfer was great shakes. He al­so thinks we took out his

    Se­cret Ser­vice pro­tec­tion just so the ter­ror­ists could get a clear shot at him. I think

    he blamed you, Smit­ty.”




    “Me?” Smith’s voice was sick.




    “He was yelling about an in­ves­ti­ga­tion, charges. Says we’re all washed up.”




    “Think of plau­si­bil­ity,” yelled Chi­un. “It is not too late. I will be as your Colonel

    South. I have many neat ideas.”




    “What are you bab­bling about?” asked Re­mo.




    “It is not of your con­cern, un­em­ployed per­son,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “What was he talk­ing about, Smit­ty?” asked Re­mo. “Who’s this Colonel South? The blond

    guy, Ado­nis?”




    “No. Nev­er mind,” Smith sighed.




    “What do we do now, Smit­ty? We were kicked out, but we take our or­ders from you. Do we go

    back in and mop up this guy, or what?”




    “I think un­der the cir­cum­stances if the at­tack­ers have been elim­inat­ed, we might

    leave the Vice-​Pres­ident in the hands of this new per­son. You say he’s com­pe­tent?”




    “He was fast, I’ll give him that much.”




    “But he was fat,” said Chi­un. “He is not like us, Em­per­or, mean and lean. We are the

    siz­zling ba­con of the Con­sti­tu­tion. “




    Re­mo glared at Chi­un again. “I wish you’d make up your mind,” he said.




    “I am ne­go­ti­at­ing the treach­er­ous surf,” Chi­un whis­pered. “Try it some­time. You

    will get less brine in your mouth.”




    “Right, brine,” said Re­mo.




    “Any­thing else?” asked Smith.




    “No,” said Re­mo in a dis­tant voice. Then, sud­den­ly. “Yes. Ac­tu­al­ly, there is. We

    found out where the Vice-​Pres­ident learned about CURE. He says he got a let­ter from some­one

    who knew all about the op­er­ation. And about Sinan­ju too.”




    “Any iden­ti­fi­ca­tion on this let­ter writ­er?”




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident had no idea. Said the let­ter was signed ‘Tulip.’ “




    “A let­ter,” Smith said slow­ly. Through the re­ceiv­er came the tap­ping of

    com­put­er-​ter­mi­nal keys.




    “While you’re fid­dling with your files,” Re­mo said, “how about we come back? We’re as

    use­less as sponge boys in a cathouse down here.”




    “Speak for your­self, sponge boy,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly.




    “No,” said Smith. “Wait, I’m call­ing up the cur­rent where­abouts of Michael

    Prin­cip­pi.”




    “He’s call­ing up the cur­rent where­abouts of Michael Prin­cip­pi,” Re­mo told Chi­un, who

    was tug­ging on Re­mo’s belt, de­mand­ing to know what was hap­pen­ing.




    “Good,” said Chi­un firm­ly. In a soft­er voice he asked, “Who is that?”




    “Chi­un wants to know who Michael Prin­cip­pi is,” Re­mo said in­to the phone.




    “I did not!” snapped Chi­un. “Of course I know the fa­mous black Amer­ican singer.”




    “I think you’re think­ing of the wrong Michael. Or the wrong Prince. I’m not sure which,”

    said Re­mo. “But the name sounds fa­mil­iar some­how.”




    “Michael Prin­cip­pi is the Demo­crat­ic nom­inee for Pres­ident,” Smith said. “Sure­ly you

    re­mem­ber, Re­mo. You showed me an ar­ti­cle con­cern­ing him on­ly this af­ter­noon.”




    “Oh, yeah,” said Re­mo. “I for­got. Why should we care where that guy is?”




    “If the Vice-​Pres­ident’s source for his in­for­ma­tion on CURE is this Tulip, it fol­lows

    that Prin­cip­pi may have al­so re­ceived a let­ter from this man. Prin­cip­pi has re­turned to

    his of­fice in his home state. Fly there im­me­di­ate­ly. Iden­ti­fy your­self as CURE

    per­son­nel and po­lite­ly but firm­ly ask about any let­ters he might have re­ceived from

    Tulip. Find out all you can, Re­mo. If there is a let­ter, con­fis­cate it. Maybe it will tell

    us some­thing.”




    “Gotcha,” Re­mo said. “Any­thing else, Smit­ty?”




    “Good luck. As of now, CURE is hang­ing by a thread.” Re­mo hung up.




    “What did he say?” Chi­un asked plain­tive­ly.




    “He said CURE is hang­ing by a thread.”




    “Then let us be as flash­ing nee­dles, mov­ing swift­ly to strength­en that thread, ” Chi­un

    said, flut­ter­ing his fin­ger­nails dan­ger­ous­ly.




    “I thought we were ne­go­ti­at­ing a treach­er­ous surf.”




    “That was ear­li­er,” said Chi­un. “You should stay cur­rent. “




    “I’d set­tle for stay­ing sane,” said Re­mo, rolling his eyes to the heav­ens.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    Michael Prin­cip­pi liked to con­sid­er him­self a com­mon man. Dur­ing his two terms as

    gov­er­nor, he had dis­dained the trap­pings of high of­fice. Ev­ery day, he faith­ful­ly took

    the trol­ley to work. When he did have to drive, he used his wife’s 1979 sta­tion wag­on. His

    of­fice in the State House was fur­nished with gov­ern­ment is­sue. His cam­paign lit­er­ature

    em­pha­sized his fru­gal and lev­el­head­ed ap­proach to gov­ern­ment and char­ac­ter­ized him

    as the son of sim­ple im­mi­grants who just hap­pened to rise to the high­est of­fice in his

    state, and who felt that the high­est of­fice in the land was not above his reach.




    Those who knew him well knew that Michael Prin­cip­pi’s “fru­gal­ity” was a nice way of

    say­ing the guy was cheap. He was so lev­el­head­ed he put fund-​rais­ing au­di­ences to sleep,

    and while he was in­deed the son of sim­ple im­mi­grants, he al­ways for­got to men­tion that

    his sim­ple par­ents ar­rived in Amer­ica very, very wealthy.




    His ad­vis­ers tried to con­vince Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi that his ev­ery­man ap­proach was

    fine for state pol­itics, but in­ef­fec­tive for some­one with his eyes on the Oval Of­fice. It

    wasn’t pres­iden­tial to drive a junkbox, eat lunch out of a brown bag, or to con­tin­ue to

    live on a shab­bi­ly gen­teel street where park­ing spaces were se­cured by leav­ing an emp­ty

    trash­can out by the curb. But Michael Prin­cip­pi was stub­born. He did not be­lieve in perks

    or priv­ileges. He would not budge.




    Not even when the fed­er­al gov­ern­ment had in­sist­ed on as­sign­ing a Se­cret Ser­vice

    de­tail to watch over him af­ter he had cap­tured the Demo­crat­ic nom­ina­tion for Pres­ident.

    “No way,” he had said.




    “It’s for your pro­tec­tion, sir.”




    “I ap­pre­ci­ate that. But I have state troop­ers who guard my of­fice. I stopped tak­ing

    the trol­ley. You know it costs me al­most dou­ble? Gas isn’t cheap. But I don’t need ex­tra

    pro­tec­tion. I’m the Prince of Pol­itics. The peo­ple love me.” The Se­cret Ser­vice had been

    adamant. But so was Gov­er­nor Michael Prin­cip­pi. He won.




    As a con­se­quence, when he walked in­to his of­fice at 6:27 A.M., he was alone. Not even

    his sec­re­tary was at her re­cep­tion desk.




    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi dropped be­hind his desk and picked through his lat­est po­si­tion

    pa­pers. With the polls show­ing the two pres­iden­tial as­pi­rants vir­tu­al­ly

    neck-​and-​neck, it was all go­ing to come down to the big elec­tion-​eve de­bate in a few

    days, and Michael Prin­cip­pi was not go­ing to lose the elec­tion be­cause he was not up on

    the is­sues.




    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi had no time to re­act to the knock at his heavy of­fice door. The

    door opened be­fore he could say “come in.”




    He felt a very brief stab of re­gret about turn­ing down Se­cret Ser­vice pro­tec­tion, but

    it went away when he saw that the per­sons en­ter­ing were ob­vi­ous­ly no threat to him.




    Stand­ing in the door­way was a tall man and a short­er, old­er Ori­en­tal. The man was

    ob­vi­ous­ly un­armed and the Ori­en­tal was an­cient.




    “How did you two get in?” Michael Prin­cip­pi asked point­ed­ly.




    “We walked in,” the tall man in­formed him.




    “I mean in­to the State House, not this of­fice. There are guards.”




    “Pah!” said the Ori­en­tal. “You call those guards? They are not guards. They did not

    no­tice us en­ter­ing. We are guards. Al­so as­sas­sins.”




    “What!” Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi’s busy eye­brows jumped in sur­prise.




    “He didn’t mean it like that. Sit down, Mr. Gov­er­nor. I’m Re­mo. This is Chi­un. Smith

    sent us.”




    “Smith? Oh, that Smith.”




    “Yeah, we’re with CURE. You do know about CURE, don’t you?”




    “Per­haps,” said Michael Prin­cip­pi guard­ed­ly. “If you are who you say you are, you’ll

    have iden­ti­fi­ca­tion on you.” Re­mo and Chi­un ex­changed glances.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, no,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “No iden­ti­fi­ca­tion? What kind of an or­ga­ni­za­tion does not pro­vide its agents with

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion?”




    Chi­un raised a wise fin­ger. “A se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion,” he said.




    “The or­ga­ni­za­tion isn’t sup­posed to ex­ist, re­mem­ber?” Re­mo said. “Or didn’t Tulip

    men­tion that part?”




    “He might have,” Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi said, rolling a pen­cil be­tween his fin­gers. “But

    how do I know that you are who you say you are?”




    “Look,” said Re­mo. “Be­fore this mess, we nev­er walked in and iden­ti­fied our­selves like

    this. We just sort of slid in and out. I used to car­ry all sorts of fake ID, but

    tech­ni­cal­ly I’m re­tired from CURE.”




    “I would show you my Amer­ican Ex­press Gold Card,” said Chi­un, “but, alas, it was tak­en

    from me.”




    “I see,” said Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi slow­ly.




    “You could call Smith,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “He’ll vouch for us.”




    “And how would I know I was talk­ing to this Smith? I’ve nev­er met him. I don’t know his

    voice.”




    “He has a point, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo told the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “There are oth­er ways of iden­ti­fy­ing one­self,” Chi­un snapped. “Is that an or­ange

    sit­ting on your desk?” he asked Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi.




    “Yes. My break­fast.”




    “You have heard of Sinan­ju. The let­ter told you that much?”




    “Pos­si­bly. “




    “Then be so good as to toss the or­ange to me.” Michael Prin­cip­pi shrugged. What did he

    have to lose? He flipped the or­ange with an un­der­hand toss.




    It land­ed, spin­ning, on the tip of the Ori­en­tal’s raised in­dex fin­ger. The Ori­en­tal

    dipped his hand and the or­ange shift­ed on its ax­is. In a twin­kling, the or­ange

    blurred.




    Some­thing flashed across the room and plopped on­to the gov­er­nor’s gov­ern­ment-​is­sue

    desk. Michael Prin­cip­pi looked. It was an or­ange peel as long as his arm. He picked it up.

    It hung in one piece, a corkscrew of or­ange peel.




    When he looked up, the or­ange was still spin­ning on the Ori­en­tal’s fin­ger­tip. It was

    with­out its skin.




    “Here,” said the one called Chi­un.




    Michael Prin­cip­pi caught the tossed or­ange. He ex­am­ined it. The translu­cent in­ner

    skin was un­bro­ken.




    “Sat­is­fied?” Re­mo asked.




    “A nice trick,” Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi ad­mit­ted. “But hard­ly proof of any­thing.”




    “Have you any en­emies?” asked Chi­un po­lite­ly.




    “Ev­ery politi­cian has en­emies.”




    “Mere­ly choose one and we will dis­patch him as my an­ces­tors once slew the in­fi­dels of

    an­cient Per­sia.”




    “Slay?”




    “Con­sid­er it an of­fer­ing to­ward fu­ture em­ploy­ment, should you as­sume the throne of

    this fine na­tion.”




    “He doesn’t mean that, ei­ther,” Re­mo said hasti­ly. “This isn’t how you ne­go­ti­ate with

    rulers in this coun­try, Lit­tle Fa­ther. “




    “Hush, Re­mo. I know how to deal with rulers.”




    “If there is some­thing spe­cif­ic I can do for you, be good enough to state it plain­ly,”

    said Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi. “I am very busy.”




    “We’d like to see the let­ter Tulip sent you.”




    “Out of the ques­tion.”




    “Why?”




    “I do not share my per­son­al cor­re­spon­dence with oth­ers. Es­pe­cial­ly peo­ple who

    don’t car­ry iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.”




    “Then you still have it?” sug­gest­ed Chi­un.




    Michael Prin­cip­pi hes­itat­ed. His eyes dart­ed to his open brief­case. “Pos­si­bly,” he

    said.




    “That is all we need to know,” said Chi­un. “Come, Re­mo. “




    “Wait a minute, Lit­tle Fa­ther, We’re not done here.”




    “I think you are,” said Michael Prin­cip­pi.




    “Lis­ten to the man, your pos­si­ble fu­ture em­ploy­er,” Chi­un told Re­mo as he tugged him

    to­ward the door. He paused to speak part­ing words to the gov­er­nor. “We are go­ing now. May

    you have much suc­cess in your quest for pow­er, and al­ways re­mem­ber, a good as­sas­sin is

    the true pow­er be­hind the throne. And among good as­sas­sins the name of Sinan­ju ris­es

    above all the oth­ers.”




    “It’s not like it sounds,” said Re­mo, clos­ing the door. “We’re re­al­ly nice peo­ple.

    Smith too. Please keep that in mind, just in case.”




    “Come, Re­mo,” said Chi­un.




    Re­mo closed the door af­ter him.




    Out in the cor­ri­dor, Re­mo stopped the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Why’d you yank me out of

    there like that? Smith wants that let­ter. You could have at least let me keep talk­ing.”




    “A waste of time,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “I know where the let­ter is.”




    “You do?”




    “I am con­stant­ly sur­prised by your as­ton­ish­ment over my amaz­ing pow­ers,” said

    Chi­un.




    “Huh?”




    “Nev­er mind,” said Chi­un. “You have just solved that rid­dle for me. I will ex­plain. Did

    you no­tice that man’s eyes when I asked him if he still had the let­ter?”




    “Not par­tic­ular­ly.”




    “They sought his brief­case. The let­ter is in that.”




    “That doesn’t put it in our hands.”




    “No, but it makes our task eas­ier. We will steal the let­ter.”




    “Is that a good idea?” Re­mo asked.




    “Suc­cess is al­ways a good idea. We will wait un­til night­fall. Then we will re­turn and

    res­cue the let­ter for Smith.”




    “If you say so, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo as they walked out the front of the State

    House. State troop­ers re­gard­ed them cu­ri­ous­ly. “But what do we do in the mean­time?”




    “We will find a qui­et place to sit,” said Chi­un, ex­tract­ing the blue-​rib­boned

    parch­ment scroll from in­side his coat. “I have an im­por­tant mat­ter to at­tend to.”




    “Want help?” asked Re­mo, look­ing at the scroll with a puz­zled ex­pres­sion.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un, spot­ting an emp­ty bench in front of the build­ing. “You can shoo the

    pi­geons away so that I may con­cen­trate. “




    “That wasn’t ex­act­ly what I had in mind.”




    “How can you tell?” cack­led Chi­un as he set­tled on­to the bench. “Its empti­ness is so

    vast. Heh, heh. Its empti­ness is so vast. Heh heh.”


  




  

    Chapter 14




    An­to­nio Ser­ra­no thought he was big-​time.




    He ruled Tren­ton Street. He had ruled it since his fif­teenth birth­day, last De­cem­ber

    17. He hoped to rule it when he turned six­teen. Be­yond that, who knew? On Tren­ton Street,

    even the rulers did not make it much past six­teen, not with­out mov­ing from the

    neigh­bor­hood.




    An­to­nio Ser­ra­no could have moved. He made over one thou­sand dol­lars a week. He drove a

    green Cadil­lac con­vert­ible that cor­nered liked a pa­rade float. He had plen­ty of girls.

    Good-​look­ing girls with plen­ty of blue eye shad­ow and tight skirts they bought at the

    East­ie Mall. He could have lived any­where. But An­to­nio had grown up on this street. He

    would be lost with­out this street. This was East­ie Goom­bah ter­ri­to­ry and An­to­nio

    Ser­ra­no was the head of the East­ie Goom­bahs.




    An­to­nio Ser­ra­no start­ed off boost­ing stere­os from cars. He had moved up to the big

    time, deal­ing crack. That was where the mon­ey was. He sold it him­self, on street cor­ners

    and in the school play­grounds, and if there was trou­ble he had the Goom­bahs to back him up.

    The Goom­bahs got their cut. They al­so were the ones who got cut when the crap start­ed

    fly­ing.




    An­to­nio had got­ten cut in the old days when he was new to the East­ie Goom­bahs. That was

    a long time ago, back in 1986. An­to­nio had got­ten tired of be­ing a grunt and stepped in­to

    the lead­er­ship po­si­tion of the Goom­bahs when the old lead­er, Alphonse Tedesco, had his

    stom­ach ripped open by a gang of blacks from the South End. Alphonse was his­to­ry. Hell, he

    had been an old man, prac­ti­cal­ly. He was near­ly nine­teen when he died.




    There was a time when be­ing an East­ie gang mem­ber meant hang­ing around street cor­ners,

    hus­tling pro­tec­tion mon­ey from peo­ple walk­ing through the neigh­bor­hood, and car­ry­ing

    a switch blade or, at best, a zip gun. An­to­nio Ser­ra­no had seen an old movie on TV once,

    which showed how it had been. It made him laugh. Why, com­pared to those dinks, he was the

    mod­ern man and they were Ne­an­derthals. He car­ried a chrome-​plat­ed Colt Python re­volver.

    When he need­ed more mus­cle, he dug a semi­au­to­mat­ic Uzi ma­chine pis­tol out from un­der

    the seat cush­ions of his Cad­dy.




    Still, he wasn’t as evolved as he’d like to think. Stand­ing on street cor­ners ex­tort­ing

    pro­tec­tion mon­ey was one East­ie tra­di­tion that An­to­nio would not al­low to die.




    An­to­nio lounged at the cor­ner of Tren­ton and Mar­ion streets, pick­ing at his or­ange

    mesh shirt, a sil­ver cru­ci­fix hang­ing from one ear. He was un­hap­py. On­ly old ladies

    passed him on the street, car­ry­ing gro­ceries from Tony’s Spa. Old ladies nev­er car­ried

    much mon­ey and they were too much trou­ble to rob. Be­sides, most of them knew him by

    sight.




    He gave some thought to stick­ing up Tony’s Spa, just for kicks, but Tony had been robbed so

    many times that he was talk­ing about mov­ing to the North Shore, away from in­nerci­ty crime.

    An­to­nio de­cid­ed it wasn’t worth what­ev­er was in the till to risk los­ing the on­ly

    con­ve­nience store in the neigh­bor­hood and went back to pick­ing at his shirt. For some

    rea­son, he felt itchy tonight.




    A lit­tle black for­eign car slid around the cor­ner in An­to­nio’s di­rec­tion, mov­ing

    slow­ly.




    An­to­nio watched it cu­ri­ous­ly, won­der­ing if he was about to be hit. Peo­ple were

    al­ways look­ing to take his ac­tion, small as it was in the bil­lion-​dol­lar drug trade. But

    the car was too wimpy. No self-​re­spect­ing wise guy would drive a lit­tle for­eign job­bie

    like that. Be­sides, it had Maine li­cense plates. As far as An­to­nio knew, there was no such

    thing as the Mafia up in Maine. Wher­ev­er that was. He had heard it was some­place north. Or

    was he think­ing of Cana­da?




    The car rolled to a stop down the street and An­to­nio reached down the front of his jeans,

    where he kept his Colt. He thought it was ma­cho to wear it there. Al­so the bar­rel bulged up

    his crotch some­thing fierce. The chicks re­al­ly dug that.




    The man step­ping out of the car had the weird­est eyes An­to­nio had ev­er seen. They were

    blue. Like neon. They fixed on An­to­nio like he was some kind of bug. The man wore ca­su­al

    clothes.




    An­to­nio pulled out his weapon. The blond man did not flinch or run, or do any of the

    usu­al things peo­ple did when they stared down the bar­rel of An­to­nio’s gun. In fact, the

    man act­ed as if An­to­nio was hold­ing a wa­ter pis­tol on him.




    “I’ll bet that gun is hot,” the man said in a qui­et, rea­son­able voice.




    “Hey, I paid good mon­ey for this piece,” An­to­nio said. “I don’t have to steal. I make a

    grand a week.”




    “I didn’t mean stolen,” the man said, mov­ing to­ward him. “I meant hot. As in

    red-​hot.”




    An­to­nio wrin­kled his fore­head. “Get re­al, man,” he said. But then the grip felt warm,

    the way a cof­fee cup is warm when you first take it in your hands. It grew warmer, the way a

    cof­fee cup feels when it’s full of pip­ing-​hot cof­fee and you for­get to grab it by the

    han­dle.




    “Ouch!” howled An­to­nio Ser­ra­no. His prize pis­tol fell in­to the gut­ter.




    The blue-​eyed man got to the gun be­fore he did. He picked it up, broke open the cylin­der,

    and emp­tied the cham­bers in­to his hands. Tuck­ing the Colt un­der one armpit, he calm­ly

    twist­ed the tips off the bul­lets and shook out the gray gun­pow­der like a man us­ing a salt

    shak­er.




    “What the fuck is go­ing on?” An­to­nio Ser­ra­no asked when the man of­fered the use­less

    weapon back.




    “Don’t be afraid to touch it,” the man said. “It won’t bite you.”




    An­to­nio reached out ten­ta­tive­ly. He touched the bar­rel. It felt cool, like met­al is

    sup­posed to feel. He yanked the gun back, but with­out bul­lets it was use­less. Still, it

    felt good in his hand.




    “What’s your prob­lem, pal?” An­to­nio de­mand­ed, point­ing the Colt out of habit.




    “I knew if I cruised this neigh­bor­hood long enough I would find some­one like you.”




    “Con­grat­ula­tions. I don’t give fuck­ing au­to­graphs.”




    “You run with a gang?”




    “I lead the gang,” An­to­nio boast­ed. “The East­ie Goom­bahs. You mus­ta heard of us. Even

    the cops are scared of us.”




    “Even the cops,” re­peat­ed the blue-​eyed man. “Did I men­tion my name?”




    “Screw your name.”




    “Tulip. Call me Tulip. I like the way you car­ry your­self.”




    “Hey, keep that fag­gy stuff to your­self.”




    “Don’t be crude. I’d like to hire you.”




    “I’m self-​em­ployed, jack.”




    “So I gath­ered. A thou­sand dol­lars a week, isn’t that what you said?”




    “Yeah. “




    “That would make fifty-​two thou­sand dol­lars a year, as­sum­ing you don’t take

    va­ca­tions.”




    “I wouldn’t know a fuck­ing va­ca­tion if it sat on my face.”




    “No doubt,” said Tulip. “How would you like to make, say, twice your year­ly in­come-​one

    hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars-​for a few days’ work?”




    “Twice fifty-​two thou­sand dol­lars is one hun­dred and four thou­sand dol­lars. You

    try­ing to cheat me? Or maybe you think be­cause I nev­er got past sixth grade, I’m stupid or

    some­thing. “




    “No, I don’t think you’re stupid or some­thing,” said the man who called him­self Tulip.




    “Be­cause you don’t pull down the bucks I do un­less you can count. Count­ing’s im­por­tant.

    Once I had my mul­ti­pli­ca­tion fuck­ing ta­bles down, I was set for life. That was my

    ed­uca­tion. I got the rest on the streets.”




    “I want you to kill two men for me.”




    An­to­nio looked in­ter­est­ed. “Yeah, who?”




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States is one of them.”




    “Pass. I heard the Ira­ni­ans or some­body like that are al­ready work­ing on it. “




    “They failed. I have a suit­case full of mon­ey that they would have claimed had they

    suc­ceed­ed.”




    In spite of him­self, An­to­nio Ser­ra­no was im­pressed. This guy was talk­ing about

    dust­ing the Vice-​Pres­ident of the fuck­ing Unit­ed States. An­to­nio Ser­ra­no had nev­er

    even left the state.




    “You se­ri­ous, man?”




    “What do you think?” asked Tulip.




    “You men­tioned an­oth­er guy.”




    “Gov­er­nor Michael Prin­cip­pi.”




    “Isn’t he run­ning for Pres­ident too?”




    “Yes, are you in­ter­est­ed?”




    “I don’t know, man. Drugs are my line. Break­ing heads, too. I killed guys be­fore, sure.

    But on­ly over turf or bucks.”




    “Work for me. You will make mon­ey. What is the dif­fer­ence be­tween killing for

    ter­ri­to­ry or killing di­rect­ly for mon­ey?”




    “I don’t know. Killing for mon­ey doesn’t have much of a pur­pose. I got­ta have more. Yeah,

    I got­ta have pur­pose.” Tulip looked around.




    “This is your turf?”




    “Me and the Goom­bahs own it.”




    “I doubt that,” said Tulip.




    “Well, we don’t own it ex­act­ly. We con­trol it, though. No­body comes here un­less we let

    him.”




    “I’m here,” said Tulip, smil­ing thin­ly.




    “All I got­ta do is whis­tle and the Goom­bahs’ll be all over you like bugs on a

    bar­be­cue.”




    “I’ll take your word for it. Why do you fight for this street?”




    An­to­nio Ser­ra­no thought. He shrugged. “For pow­er, pres­tige, and . . . “




    “Mon­ey?”




    “That’s what it all comes down to, sure. I’ll give you that. “




    “Work for me and the mon­ey will be big­ger and quick­er.”




    “Nah, that’s like Mafia stuff, man. If I want­ed to join the Mafia, I’d have done that a

    long time ago. Not me. No way. You think I’m go­ing to work my ass off and turn over half my

    score to some old Ital­ian guy? That’s stupid. I’m not stupid. “




    “Try it. I will give you one hun­dred and four thou­sand dol­lars for the gov­er­nor. If it

    works out, I’m pre­pared to of­fer dou­ble that amount for the Vice-​Pres­ident.”




    “I don’t know,” An­to­nio Ser­ra­no said slow­ly.




    “You don’t have to kill any­one your­self. You have men. Send them. Pay them what­ev­er you

    wish out of the mon­ey I of­fer and keep the rest. “




    An­to­nio con­sid­ered. When­ev­er he thought, his bushy eye­brows grew to­geth­er in­to one

    long eye­brow. He scratched it ab­sent­ly.




    “I don’t know. I don’t think my guys can han­dle this kind of ac­tion by them­selves. I

    might have to go with them. You know, to keep them on tar­get. They’re not smart like me.”




    “It will be easy. The gov­er­nor does not like guards. He has no Se­cret Ser­vice

    pro­tec­tion. What have you got to lose, my friend?”




    “How do I know you’ll give me the mon­ey af­ter­ward?”




    “I have the mon­ey in my car. I will show it to you. Then we will go to a bus ter­mi­nal and

    put it in a lock­er. We will mail the lock­er key to your home ad­dress im­me­di­ate­ly

    af­ter.”




    “Hey, then all I got­ta do is wait for the mail. What do I need to kill any­body for?”




    “You will not do that.”




    “Why not?” An­to­nio asked.




    “Be­cause af­ter you give me your ad­dress, I will know where you live,” said Tulip.




    “I could move.”




    “Not you. No one mak­ing your kind of mon­ey would live here be­cause he liked it. This

    street is all you know. You were born here and you will die here. Be­sides, wher­ev­er you hid,

    I would find you.” And to drive the point home, Tulip jammed his fin­ger in­to the muz­zle of

    An­to­nio’s point­ing pis­tol. The bar­rel split along its en­tire length.




    “You got some­thing there,” ad­mit­ted An­to­nio Ser­ra­no, ex­am­in­ing his ru­ined

    Colt.




    “It is a deal, then?”




    “The gov­er­nor, sure I can do the gov­er­nor. He prob­ably doesn’t even pack a piece.”




    “Fine. Let me show you the mon­ey and we will go to the bus sta­tion. Af­ter that, you will

    have forty-​eight hours to com­plete this job.”




    “One oth­er thing,” said An­to­nio Ser­ra­no as they walked to Tulip’s car.




    “Yes?”




    “The gov­er­nor. Af­ter I kill him, is it okay with you if I lift his wal­let too?”


  




  

    Chapter 15




    The East­ie Goom­bahs lis­tened to their lead­er’s un­usu­al propo­si­tion. When he had

    fin­ished ex­plain­ing his plan to as­sas­si­nate the gov­er­nor of the state, they

    con­sid­ered their role for all of five sec­onds, near­ly twice their nor­mal at­ten­tion

    span.




    “No way!” said Carmine Mus­to, who saw him­self as the next head Goom­bah, and de­cid­ed

    that to­day was as good a day as any to take over. Af­ter all, he was near­ly fif­teen

    him­self.




    “You oth­er guys?” asked An­to­nio Ser­ra­no, sur­vey­ing the semi­cir­cle of his

    fol­low­ers. He stood in the mid­dle of his liv­ing room. The East­ie Goom­bahs, all of

    thir­teen strong, lounged on his gen­uine ze­braskin fur­ni­ture, pass­ing a roach from hand to

    hand.




    “What’s in it for us?” asked an­oth­er.




    “Pres­tige,” said An­to­nio Ser­ra­no.




    “What’s that?”




    “It’s the same as recog­ni­tion, on­ly dif­fer­ent,” some­one told him.




    “Whack­ing the gov­er­nor will make us big,” said An­to­nio.




    “Will it make us rich?” asked Carmine, who breathed through his mouth be­cause his nos­trils

    were hy­per­sen­si­tized from snort­ing coke all day. His eyes had that too-​bright sheen that

    makes an ad­dict look alert.




    “Be­lieve it.”




    “How?”




    “Trust me. I got a plan. But we got­ta pull this off first,” promised An­to­nio cagi­ly. He

    didn’t want the oth­ers to know about the mon­ey that Tulip pussy had of­fered him.




    “Who’s pay­ing you for this?” asked Carmine.




    “Whatcha mean?” asked An­to­nio with an in­jured look.




    He avoid­ed Carmine’s beady eyes. The dick­head, he thought. He’s get­ting too smart.




    “I mean,” said Carmine cool­ly, “you ain’t come up with this brain­storm your­self.

    Some­one’s pay­ing you, right? How much?”




    “Yeah, how much?” the oth­ers cho­rused.




    “Fifty thou­sand,” lied An­to­nio. “I was plan­ning on split­ting with you jerks.”




    “Fifty!” snort­ed Carmine. “Shit, man, you been took good. Wise guys get six fig­ures.”




    “Okay, I got six fig­ures,” An­to­nio ad­mit­ted, be­cause be­ing caught in a lie was

    nor­mal, but look­ing stupid was dan­ger­ous. “One hun­dred thou­sand he’s pay­ing me.”




    “Oh, wow,” Carmine mocked. “One hun­dred thou­sand. Split thir­teen ways that’s maybe two

    month’s pay for most of us-​chump change. You want us to hit the frig­ging gov­er­nor for chump

    change?”




    “Any­body who doesn’t want a piece of this can walk. Right now,” said An­to­nio hot­ly. “Go

    on, get out­ta my crib. “




    Carmine Mus­to got to his feet res­olute­ly. “I’m book­ing. Who’s with me?”




    A few feet shuf­fled aim­less­ly.




    “Come on,” said Carmine. “Let’s get with it.”




    “The more guys walk,” said An­to­nio, “the more mon­ey that’s left for the rest of us.”




    “Chump change.” Carmine sneered.




    “What’s the split?” asked a younger mem­ber.




    An­to­nio frowned. He was in a cor­ner. If he came in too low, he’d end up do­ing a so­lo.

    But if he came in too high, he’d be tak­ing big risks for chump change, just like Carmine

    said.




    What de­cid­ed him was the wary looks on the faces of the East­ie Goom­bahs.




    “One hun­dred grand split equal­ly,” he said re­luc­tant­ly.




    Carmine Mus­to spit on the tiger­skin rug on his way out. “Catch you lat­er, dick­head,” he

    said.




    Most of the oth­ers fol­lowed him. Four were left, in­clud­ing him­self. “Twen­ty-​five

    grand apiece,” said An­to­nio broad­ly, try­ing to make the best of a bad sit­ua­tion. It was a

    good thing he had kept his mouth shut about that ex­tra four thou­sand-​not to men­tion the

    gov­er­nor’s wal­let.




    The plan, as An­to­nio had ex­plained it to his fol­low­ers, was sim­ple. They’d drive over

    to the gov­er­nor’s house, which was on the oth­er, side of the city, and bust in shoot­ing. It

    would be easy. It was true the mon­ey was short, as far as this kind of work went, but it would

    be quick work and there would be more of it. The East­ie Goom­bahs were go­ing to be

    fa­mous.




    The first hitch in the plan re­vealed it­self to An­to­nio Ser­ra­no when he led his men out

    on­to the street. His green Cad­dy wasn’t there.




    “Carmine,” said An­to­nio. “That ratass stole my wheels. “




    “We can steal an­oth­er car,” one of the oth­ers ven­tured. “From where? This is our

    neigh­bor­hood. We don’t shit where we eat, haven’t I told you guys that a mil­lion times?”




    “What, then?”




    “We take the sub­way. It goes out to the gov­er­nor’s neigh­bor­hood.”




    Their Uzis and pis­tols in gym bags, An­to­nio Ser­ra­no led the East­ie Goom­bahs to the

    sub­way, and they rode in­to town. They changed to the sur­face trol­ley and set­tled down for

    the ride.




    The trol­ley took the East­ie Goom­bahs through a world they bare­ly knew ex­ist­ed. On­ly a

    few miles from their dirty en­vi­ron­ment there was a place of clean streets and elm­drapped

    parks. The peo­ple on the trol­leys dressed neat and looked con­fi­dent. There were none of the

    graf­fi­ti that marred their own neigh­bor­hood sub­way stops.




    “This is weird,” said John­ny For­tu­na­to, the youngest Goom­bah. “Look how clean

    ev­ery­thing is.”




    “Shut up,” said An­to­nio. But the kid was right. It was nice out here in the gov­er­nor’s

    neigh­bor­hood. Even the air smelled nice, like they had gi­ant Air Wicks hid­den out of sight.

    An­to­nio de­cid­ed that when he made it big, re­al­ly big, he’d move out here to a nice house.

    Maybe the place next to the gov­er­nor’s house. Then he re­mem­bered. Af­ter tonight, the

    gov­er­nor would be dead.




    Hell, maybe he’d buy the gov­er­nor’s house. Or bet­ter yet, fig­ure out a way to steal it.

    Was it pos­si­ble to steal a house? An­to­nio didn’t know. But he would look in­to it.




    “Here he comes, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Good,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, rolling up the scroll he had been work­ing on. They

    were seat­ed in the back of a Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal parked in the garage un­der the State

    House.




    “He’s got the brief­case with him,” Re­mo said. “What’s your plan?”




    “We take it from him.”




    “Yeah, right. I got that much fig­ured out. I’m ask­ing how.”




    As they watched, the gov­er­nor saun­tered over to a car that, hours be­fore, when they had

    searched the garage look­ing for the gov­er­nor’s ve­hi­cle, Re­mo had in­stant­ly dis­missed

    as a can­di­date.




    “He’s get­ting in­to that beat-​up sta­tion wag­on,” Re­mo said, peer­ing up from the back

    seat of the Lin­coln.




    “I thought you said that it would be this car.”




    “I fig­ured it was. It’s the biggest, most ex­pen­sive one in the whole freak­ing lot. It’s

    got state plates and ev­ery­thing.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju fold­ed his arms an­gri­ly. “My great plan is ru­ined, thanks to

    your ig­no­rance.”




    “Tell me about it on the way,” said Re­mo, jump­ing in­to the front seat. He slid be­hind

    the wheel, broke the ig­ni­tion off the steer­ing post, and quick­ly hot-​wired the car. The

    en­gine roared in­to life.




    “You have done your part,” said Chi­un, climb­ing over the head­rest. “Now I will

    drive.”




    “Noth­ing do­ing,” said Re­mo, send­ing the car wheel­ing af­ter the gov­er­nor’s sta­tion

    wag­on. “I don’t have a death wish.”




    “You are just jeal­ous of my driv­ing skill,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, set­tling in­to

    the pas­sen­ger side.




    “I ad­mit it. You’re a bril­liant driv­er. You can make a car do stunts it was nev­er

    en­gi­neered for. Ex­cept for mi­nor stuff like stay­ing on the road and stop­ping for lights

    and pedes­tri­ans. Now, will you set­tle down? I have to con­cen­trate if I’m go­ing to stay

    with this guy.”




    “It is too late. My plan is ru­ined.”




    “Maybe if you’d tell me about it, I can sal­vage some­thing,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “Very well. But on­ly be­cause re­cov­er­ing that let­ter is im­por­tant to Em­per­or Smith.

    My plan was sim­ple, but do not con­fuse its sim­plic­ity with ease of ex­ecu­tion. It was

    bril­liant but com­pli­cat­ed.”




    “Just get to it, huh?”




    “Un­ap­pre­cia­tive philis­tine! I had us hide in the back of this con­veyance-​which you

    swore be­longed to the gov­er­nor of this province-​so that when he got in­to the front seat he

    would, as so many of his type do, throw the brief­case in­to the back seat.”




    “Yeah?”




    “Di­rect­ly in­to our hands,” said Chi­un tri­umphant­ly.




    “Okay,” Re­mo said slow­ly.




    “Yes!” said Chi­un.




    “I got that part. What’s the rest?”




    “What rest? That was it. Once we had the brief­case, we would be in pos­ses­sion of the

    let­ter.”




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo, stop­ping for a red light. “But we would have been stuck in the back

    seat while the gov­er­nor drove home-​or what­ev­er he was do­ing,”




    “So? Once he ar­rived, we would on­ly have had to wait un­til he left his ve­hi­cle,

    leav­ing us with the brief­case.”




    “But, Lit­tle Fa­ther, don’t you think that when he reached in­to the back seat he would

    have no­ticed us hud­dling on the floor­boards?”




    “Of course not. We are Sinan­ju. We are trained not to be seen. We are the fog that steals

    through the woods, the shad­ow that is cast by no body. Of course he would not have seen

    us.”




    “He would have seen us, Lit­tle Fa­ther. He would have to be blind not to.”




    “He prob­ably is. On­ly a blind man would own a de­crepit ve­hi­cle such as that man

    drives.”




    “Maybe.”




    “And you are on­ly ar­gu­ing with me to cov­er up your ru­in­ing of my bril­liant­ly

    com­pli­cat­ed plan.”




    “I am not ar­gu­ing,” said Re­mo. The light changed. Re­mo pulled be­hind the gov­er­nor’s

    sta­tion wag­on as they left the city and found them­selves wend­ing through tree-​lined

    res­iden­tial streets. “And how was I to know he drove a junkbox?”




    “You should have known. You were born Amer­ican. I am still new to these shores.”




    “Two decades in Amer­ica is not new,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “An­oth­er decade and I will not be new. Why are we stop­ping here?”




    “I think the gov­er­nor is home,” said Re­mo.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked up and down the street. Clap­board triple-​deck­er hous­es

    crowd­ed tiny lawns cov­ered by ri­otous au­tumn leaves.




    “Where is his cas­tle?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    Re­mo watched the gov­er­nor step from his car and up a flag­stone walk. He dis­ap­peared

    in­to a gabled Vic­to­ri­an home.




    “That must be it.”




    “The gov­er­nor of a whole province,” squeaked Chi­un. “And he lives there? No, Re­mo, that

    can­not be. This man wields the pow­er of life and death over his sub­jects. He would not live

    among them like a com­mon­er. No, this must be the dwelling of one of his many con­cu­bines.

    Yes, it is a con­cu­bine’s house. I am cer­tain of this.”




    “Well, what­ev­er it is, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said slow­ly, “he’s in­side with the

    brief­case and we’re out here. What are we go­ing to do?”




    “We must have that let­ter,” Chi­un de­cid­ed. “We will wait. When the lights go out, we

    will steal with­in, cat-​foot­ed as ghosts, and-“




    “Don’t you mean cat-​foot­ed as cats?”




    “No, ghosts. Cats make nois­es. We will make none. We are Sinan­ju.”




    “Yeah, right,” said Re­mo, who didn’t like the idea of wait­ing for an­oth­er cou­ple of

    hours or what­ev­er for the gov­er­nor to drop off. “We are the wind in the trees.”




    “The un­seen wind,” cor­rect­ed Chi­un.




    “Yeah, un­seen. Wake me up when the lights go out.” Re­mo dozed off in­stant­ly. Chi­un’s

    tap­ping fin­ger seemed to touch his shoul­der on­ly sec­onds lat­er. Re­mo came awake, ev­ery

    sense alert.




    “How long was I out?” he asked, look­ing around.




    “I am not cer­tain. Six, pos­si­bly sev­en min­utes.”




    “Min­utes!”




    “The gov­er­nor is ob­vi­ous­ly a tired man,” said Chi­un, point­ing. Re­mo saw that the

    house had gone dark. “Okay, let’s go.”




    They got out of the car, closed the doors qui­et­ly, and ap­proached the house. Re­mo found

    a back door that looked like an old ser­vants’ en­trance and prob­ably led in­to the

    kitchen.




    Re­mo set him­self against the door and placed one palm over the out­side of the lock. He

    pressed, and kept on press­ing. Re­mo could have shat­tered the lock with a sharp blow, but he

    need­ed to avoid the sound of snap­ping met­al or splin­ter­ing wood. So he sim­ply ex­ert­ed a

    qui­et, re­lent­less pres­sure.




    The lock sur­ren­dered like a rot­ted tooth pulled from its sock­et.




    Re­mo stepped in, his eyes ad­just­ing to the web­by dark­ness of a kitchen that had last

    been tiled when Eisen­how­er was in of­fice.




    “Let’s hope the gov­er­nor doesn’t sleep with his brief­case un­der his pil­low,” Re­mo

    whis­pered.




    Chi­un fol­lowed Re­mo in­to a frumpy par­lor dec­orat­ed in Dan­ish Mod­ern. Yel­low­ing

    dol­lies dec­orat­ed ev­ery flat sur­face.




    “Noth­ing,” said Chi­un, look­ing around. “Fie up­on it.” Re­mo searched the oth­er rooms

    with­out suc­cess.




    “It’s got­ta be up­stairs,” he de­cid­ed. “I don’t like this.”




    “We will be the wind,” said Chi­un en­cour­ag­ing­ly.




    “We will be in trou­ble if the gov­er­nor catch­es us. He’ll howl all the way up to the

    White House.”




    “So?” said Chi­un. “The Pres­ident will re­ceive his com­plaint with thanks and

    protes­ta­tions of in­no­cence and then he will or­der Smith to ter­mi­nate this

    trou­ble­mak­ing gov­er­nor. “




    “No way,” said Re­mo. “There’ll be a scan­dal. Heads will roll. The Pres­ident’s, Smith’s,

    and prob­ably ours.”




    “Be ex­tra cau­tious, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. “We do not wish to awak­en this im­por­tant

    per­son­age.”




    “Right,” said Re­mo, start­ing to climb a curv­ing stair­case.




    The gov­er­nor’s bed­room door was closed. In­side, Re­mo heard the qui­et breath­ing of two

    per­sons deep in sleep, the gov­er­nor and his wife. Re­mo and Chi­un ex­changed know­ing

    glances in the dark­ness. They split up and checked the oth­er rooms.




    When they ren­dezvoused out­side the gov­er­nor’s bed­room, Re­mo shook his head and Chi­un

    showed emp­ty hands. Re­mo shrugged, and sig­naled Chi­un to wait out­side. Chi­un mouthed two

    words silent­ly: the wind.




    Re­mo rolled his eyes af­ter he turned his back on the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and eased the

    bed­room door ajar. He slipped in. The brief­case was a blob in the dark­ness. It stood on a

    night­stand be­side the gov­er­nor’s sleep­ing head.




    Re­mo took it in his hand. He paused in mid-​step, won­der­ing if he should take it

    down­stairs and open it there, or take a chance and open it here. He de­cid­ed that open­ing it

    down­stairs was just as risky as open­ing it here. It was im­por­tant that Gov­er­nor

    Prin­cip­pi not sus­pect that his brief­case had been ri­fled, al­though when he lat­er found

    the let­ter was miss­ing, he was cer­tain to sus­pect the truth be­cause Re­mo had shown

    in­ter­est in it ear­li­er in the day.




    Re­mo set the brief­case down on the floor. It was one of the com­bi­na­tion-​lock types,

    re­quir­ing that three sets of num­bers line up.




    Re­mo was about to start on the com­bi­na­tion when he re­al­ized that the gov­er­nor

    prob­ably didn’t both­er to lock his brief­case in the pri­va­cy of his own home. Which could

    mean that the com­bi­na­tion was al­ready set to the cor­rect num­ber se­quence.




    Re­mo tried the un­lock­ing latch. It flipped up.




    Grin­ning in the dark­ness, Re­mo went through the brief­case. He found an en­ve­lope.

    In­side was a let­ter. He saw the sig­na­ture “Tulip” at the bot­tom and silent­ly

    con­grat­ulat­ed him­self.




    Shut­ting the brief­case, Re­mo re­stored it to the night­stand ex­act­ly as it had been. He

    had no soon­er let go of the han­dle than, down on the first floor, there came the

    heart-​stop­ping sound of au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire.




    The gov­er­nor shot bolt up­right in bed and, with Re­mo frozen not five inch­es away from

    his face, went for the bed­side lamp.


  




  

    Chapter 16




    An­to­nio Ser­ra­no and his East­ie Goom­bahs had got­ten off at the trol­ley stop near­est

    the gov­er­nor’s house and walked the streets un­til they found it. Even though nei­ther

    An­to­nio nor any of his Goom­bahs had ev­er been in this sub­urb, the gov­er­nor’s house was

    easy to lo­cate. It had been shown on tele­vi­sion of­ten dur­ing the cam­paign as proof that

    the gov­er­nor had not lost his com­mon touch, be­cause he was still liv­ing in the mod­est

    brick home he pur­chased when he was first mar­ried.




    “Hey, look,” An­to­nio said. “This is a break.”




    “What is it?” asked John­ny For­tu­na­to.




    They were in the side yard, where they ex­tract­ed their weapons from ny­lon gym bags.




    “The fool left the kitchen door open. We can just walk right in.”




    “Then let’s go.” They went in.




    “Shit!” cursed An­to­nio, trip­ping over a wood­en chair. He al­most over­turned a round

    kitchen ta­ble in the pro­cess.




    “Shh­hh,” some­one said. “You wan­na wake him up?”




    “Any­body bring a flash­light?” gasped An­to­nio, clutch­ing his in­jured knee.




    No one had. “Okay, be more care­ful now,” said An­to­nio, limp­ing in­to the next room.




    “You’re the one who tripped,” John­ny com­plained.




    “Shhh! “




    An­to­nio bumped in­to more fur­ni­ture. This time it was some kind of soft chair. He was

    glad for that be­cause his knee wouldn’t take an­oth­er hit. He wished he had brought a

    flash­light.




    A faint breath of air swept past him, like the back­wash of a thrown base­ball. The hair on

    his fore­arms lift­ed in warn­ing.




    “Hey, did you guys feel that?”




    “Feel what? What about you, John­ny? John­ny?”




    “Oh, shit, I think John­ny booked.”




    In the dark­ness, An­to­nio turned back. A shad­ow stood be­fore him. A very short shad­ow.

    That had to be John­ny, the short­est one in the group.




    “No, he’s right be­side me,” said An­to­nio. “I see him.” But then the one they thought was

    John­ny raised his hands and there was some­thing wrong about them. Even in the dark­ness

    An­to­nio saw that they were ab­nor­mal­ly long, like claws. Vam­pire claws.




    “John­ny?” whis­pered An­to­nio.




    The claws swept down, and an­oth­er shad­ow-​a larg­er one-​fell to the floor. The thump was

    soft, but the vi­bra­tion in the floor was very, very sol­id.




    “Shit, you’re not John­ny,” An­to­nio hissed, and raised his Uzi. “But you’re dead,

    suck­er!”




    The gov­er­nor’s bed­room light snapped on.




    And snapped off again. Re­mo smashed it against a wall. There was no time for sub­tle­ty. He

    had to get out of the house with the let­ter be­fore the gov­er­nor rec­og­nized him.




    “What is it? What is it, dear?” a wom­an’s thin voice called.




    “Call the po­lice,” said Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi, jump­ing out of bed. “There’s some­one in

    the room.”




    Re­mo shot out of the door and, af­ter clos­ing it be­hind him, man­gled a door hinge with

    his fin­gers. That would slow him down, Re­mo thought.




    Chi­un wasn’t on the land­ing, but Re­mo hadn’t ex­pect­ed him to be. The sound of gun­fire

    be­low meant that some­one else had bro­ken in. No one could have en­tered the first floor

    with­out the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s keen hear­ing pick­ing it up.




    Re­mo skipped the stairs. He jumped from the sec­ond-​floor land­ing to the par­lor in a

    float­ing leap.




    “Chi­un, you okay?”




    Above, he could hear the gov­er­nor re­peat­ed­ly smash­ing a shoul­der in­to the jammed

    bed­room door.




    Re­mo spot­ted the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in the mid­dle of a clot of armed in­di­vid­uals. He

    did not re­spond to Re­mo’s call. He was slip­ping be­tween the gun­men, teas­ing them in­to

    wast­ing their bul­lets. Re­mo saw him tap one on the back, and when the man whirled, legs

    apart and hands up in a two-​hand­ed pis­tol grip, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ducked be­tween his

    legs and came up be­hind him, where he tapped again. The man, fran­tic, was fir­ing

    blind­ly.




    “Chi­un, cut out the horse­play!” Re­mo hissed. “We’ve got to get out of here. I got the

    let­ter. Let’s go.”




    “Hush!” Chi­un hissed back. “The wind does not speak its name.”




    “Then let me help you,” said Re­mo, mov­ing in on one of the gun­men.




    Then the up­stairs bed­room door slammed open. The gov­er­nor came pound­ing down the

    stairs, flash­ing a jerky ray of light in all di­rec­tions.




    “Oh, great,” groaned Re­mo.




    “Who’s there?” the gov­er­nor de­mand­ed, snap­ping on a light at the bot­tom of the

    stairs.




    There was noth­ing Re­mo could do but make the best of a bad sit­ua­tion. As light flood­ed

    the par­lor, Re­mo stuffed the let­ter un­der his T-​shirt. Maybe he could get away with that

    much, if noth­ing else.




    The light hit An­to­nio Ser­ra­no’s eyes like nee­dles. He blinked stupid­ly, sweep­ing the

    room with his Uzi. Through spots of light he made out the fig­ure of the gov­er­nor, in an old

    flan­nel bathrobe, point­ing a flash­light at a fag­gy-​look­ing guy at the bot­tom of the

    stairs. An­to­nio had a clean shot at both men. He de­cid­ed the fag­gy-​look­ing guy would be

    an easy kill. So he aimed for the gov­er­nor and squeezed the trig­ger.




    The Uzi burped a short burst, no more than three rounds. They buried them­selves in the rug

    at An­to­nio’s feet. One of them man­gled his lit­tle toe.




    An­to­nio, still try­ing to blink the spots out of his eyes, couldn’t un­der­stand it. He

    had dropped the gun. He had on­ly be­gun to pull the trig­ger and-​dumb shit that he

    was-​dropped the gun. That had nev­er hap­pened to him be­fore. Rip­ping out a curse un­der his

    breath, he reached down to pick up his Uzi.




    But a strange thing hap­pened. He could not pick up the gun. It was as if his fin­gers had

    lost all feel­ing. And the spots in his eyes wouldn’t go away. In fact, the room was go­ing

    dim­mer all the time.




    Then An­to­nio saw why he was un­able to pick up his weapon. He was grasp­ing it. He saw

    very clear­ly, just be­fore ev­ery­thing got tru­ly weird, that his hand was wrapped around the

    butt of the Uzi. But when he straight­ened up, the gun stayed on the floor, still tight­ly

    clasped. An­to­nio saw that his lift­ed wrist end­ed very sud­den­ly, very clean­ly. The hand

    might have been tak­en off by a bone saw, it was so neat­ly done. The blood foun­tained in

    spurts, and as An­to­nio felt his heart beat­ing faster, the blood spurt­ed faster. Fun­ny how

    that worked.




    When An­to­nio turned to show the oth­er Goom­bahs how his wrist was spurt­ing, he saw a man

    shroud­ed in black star­ing at him, a long sword raised par­al­lel to his shoul­ders. He did

    not see the stroke. He saw the room tum­bling around him and in his last mo­ment of con­scious

    thought he saw him­self stand­ing, a raw cross sec­tion of meat where his neck end­ed. Fun­ny

    how he was still stand­ing up even though he had no head….




    Re­mo turned from the gov­er­nor. The kid with the Uzi was about to fire. Re­mo moved in on

    him. Sud­den­ly a fig­ure swathed in black jumped out from be­hind a di­vid­ing screen. The

    swords­man swept down with his blade, sev­er­ing the kid’s gun hand. The sword swung back

    up­ward, then took off the kid’s head. Swick swack, just like that. The head­less body of the

    kid stood like a ru­ined stat­ue for sev­er­al heart­beats, then crum­pled in­to a bag of dead

    flesh. The head land­ed in the crook of one dead arm, so that it looked as if the kid had died

    car­ry­ing his head un­der one arm. The sight would have been com­ical had it not been so

    ghoul­ish.




    “Who are you sup­posed to be?” Re­mo asked of the man in black.




    “I could ask the same of you,” the man said cool­ly. His face was hid­den, ex­cept for a

    swatch around the eyes, by the tra­di­tion­al black hood of the nin­ja war­riors of Japan.




    “I’m ask­ing it of both of you,” said Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi, step­ping off the stairs. He

    looked clos­er. “Oh,” he said, rec­og­niz­ing Re­mo. “What are you do­ing here?”




    “Uh, we heard about an at­tempt on your life,” Re­mo said, try­ing to keep a straight face.

    “Looks like we got here just in time.”




    “Is that right?” the gov­er­nor asked the man in nin­ja black. “Are you with this man?”




    “I nev­er saw this per­son in my life,” replied the nin­ja.




    “I meant Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “Lit­tle Fa­ther, where are you?”




    “Right here,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, step­ping out of the bath­room. The toi­let

    flushed, and Re­mo saw a pair of legs stick­ing up from the bowl. The toi­let over­flowed, but

    the legs did not even quiver.




    “I know who you are,” the gov­er­nor said. “But who is this man?” He point­ed to the

    nin­ja.




    The nin­ja bowed low, sheath­ing his sword. “I am sent here as a per­son­al

    rep­re­sen­ta­tive of the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, en­trust­ed with the pro­tec­tion

    of your life. I have been con­cealed in the dark­ness since you re­turned home. “




    “A lie!” said Chi­un. “Re­mo and I ar­rived first. There was no one here when we

    en­tered.”




    “I stood im­mo­bile in this very room. No hu­man eye could per­ceive me, dressed in black. I

    am like the shad­ow of vengeance, await­ing your en­emies, gov­er­nor. “




    “Tell him why you wear the black scarf over your fea­tures,” spat Chi­un with dis­dain.




    “I have en­emies who would seek me out if my face were ev­er re­vealed.”




    “That is not why!” screamed Chi­un. “All nin­jas go masked be­cause their stealthy arts were

    stolen from Sinan­ju. They hide their faces to con­ceal the shame of what they are-​thieves. So

    it is writ­ten in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju. “




    “I know noth­ing of his­to­ries,” said the nin­ja. “I live by my wits and my sword.”




    “If that is the case,” Chi­un sniffed, “ex­pect a short life.”




    “You saved my life,” said the gov­er­nor, brush­ing past Re­mo. He stuck out a grate­ful

    hand. “I owe you.”




    The nin­ja shook the gov­er­nor’s hand. “It was my du­ty, which I am proud to per­form.”




    “You re­al­ize that I can­not take you on faith alone. Do you have any­thing to iden­ti­fy

    your­self by?”




    “Oh, come on. That’s not how it works,” said Re­mo.




    “Of course,” said the nin­ja, reach­ing in­to a hid­den pock­et. He ten­dered a black card

    with writ­ing etched in gold ink.




    The gov­er­nor read the writ­ing. It said:




    “TO WHOM IT MAY CON­CERN: THE BEAR­ER OF THIS CARD IS A HIGH OP­ER­ATIVE IN A SE­CRET

    UNIT­ED STATES IN­TEL­LI­GENCE AGEN­CY. PLEASE AC­CORD HIM EV­ERY COUR­TESY.”




    The card bore the sig­na­ture of the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica.




    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi looked up. “I’m sat­is­fied,” he said.




    “But I’m not,” said Re­mo, snatch­ing the card and read­ing it. “This is ridicu­lous,” he

    shout­ed.




    “It is worse than ridicu­lous,” said Chi­un, tak­ing it from Re­mo’s hand. “This thief gets

    a mag­nif­icent card from the Pres­ident and Smith de­nies me a com­mon Gold Card.”




    “That’s not what I meant,” said Re­mo. “No­body give out cards like these.”




    “Not to nin­jas,” added Chi­un, slip­ping the card in­to a coat pock­et. Lat­er he would

    show it to Smith and de­mand one of his own.




    “The nin­jas were the Japanese Se­cret Ser­vice at one time, weren’t they?” the gov­er­nor

    asked cu­ri­ous­ly.




    “In­deed,” said the nin­ja. “I am a Mas­ter of Nin­jut­su, which is Japanese for ‘art of

    stealth.’ “




    “He means ‘art of steal­ing,’ ” sput­tered Chi­un. “You should check your cup­boards and

    brief­cas­es af­ter he leaves. Nin­jas have sticky fin­gers.”




    “Do you mind?” said the gov­er­nor. “We’re hav­ing a con­ver­sa­tion here.” To the nin­ja he

    said, “You did an ex­cel­lent job here.”




    “Don’t tell me you buy his sto­ry,” Re­mo protest­ed. “Look at him. He looks ridicu­lous.

    And some­body should tell him that the sword went out of style af­ter the Civ­il War. “




    “Look at you,” said the nin­ja. “Is that your un­der­shirt?”




    “Hey, I dress like this so I can blend in with or­di­nary peo­ple. “




    “I dress in black so that I may blend in with the shad­ows. These killers did not see me in

    the dark. Nor did you.”




    “Sounds right to me,” said the gov­er­nor. “I used to lis­ten to The Shad­ow on ra­dio.

    Wasn’t that how he did it?”




    “What do you do when it snows, pal?” Re­mo asked smug­ly.




    “I wear white,” said the nin­ja.




    “You should wear brown. It’s get­ting knee-​deep in here.”




    “True ser­vants of the em­per­or do not hide their faces,” added Chi­un.




    “Why not?” said Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi. “It worked for the Lone Ranger. No doubt this man

    re­quires se­cre­cy to pro­tect his pri­vate life. “




    Re­mo turned to the gov­er­nor. “There’s noth­ing on that card that says this guy be­longs

    to it-​or it to him. He could have stolen it, for all we know. “




    “I can al­most guar­an­tee it,” in­sert­ed Chi­un.




    “The card looks au­then­tic to me,” said the gov­er­nor. “And this man saved my life. And

    I’d still like to know what you two are do­ing here?”




    “I told you. We came to pro­tect you from as­sas­sins.”




    “This oth­er per­son did that. And some­one was in my bed­room a few mo­ments ago. And I

    don’t think it was any of these teenage hood­lums,” said the gov­er­nor, ges­tur­ing to the

    bod­ies strewn about the par­lor. Notic­ing the head­less form of the late An­to­nio Ser­ra­no,

    he grew a lit­tle green along the edge of the jaw. He turned away.




    Re­mo shook his head. “Look, just think about it a minute. This guy waltzes in here, won’t

    show his face, won’t tell you his name, flash­es a card that says he’s from the Pres­ident but

    which doesn’t bear any name or pic­ture or fin­ger­print, and you ac­cept him for what he says

    he is?”




    “Of course,” said the gov­er­nor. “In his line of work, those kinds of iden­ti­fi­ca­tion

    would crip­ple him. And you should talk. You’re not car­ry­ing any iden­ti­fi­ca­tion at all.

    Ei­ther of you. I think you should both get out.”




    Not far off, the wail of po­lice sirens grew clos­er.




    “I guess that’s our cue,” Re­mo told Chi­un. “What about you, pal?” he asked the man in

    black.




    “I will re­turn to the shad­ows. If the gov­er­nor needs me, he has on­ly to whis­tle.”




    “I think I’m go­ing to throw up.”




    “Then throw up for me too,” said Chi­un. “I do not think this cir­cus clown is worth the

    ef­fort.”




    Giv­ing a short bow, the nin­ja stepped be­hind the screen. “Oh, give me a break,” Re­mo

    said, whip­ping the screen aside. He found him­self look­ing at old wall­pa­per. There was no

    place the nin­ja could have gone, no door or win­dow be­hind the screen.




    “How did he do that?” Re­mo asked no one in par­tic­ular.




    “Who cares?” said Chi­un. “Nin­jas al­ways cheat. Let us be gone.”




    As they slipped out the back door, Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi called af­ter them, “And don’t

    think I’ll for­get this. If this is the cal­iber of op­er­ative Smith em­ploys, the soon­er

    he’s shut down, the bet­ter.”




    “Smit­ty is sunk, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said glum­ly as they got in­to the Lin­coln.




    “The gov­er­nor is mere­ly dis­traught,” Chi­un said wor­ried­ly. “He may change his mind

    af­ter the elec­tion.”




    “Not when he finds that let­ter is miss­ing,” Re­mo re­tort­ed, start­ing the en­gine. “He’s

    go­ing to want our heads. And the line forms be­hind the Vice-​Pres­ident.”


  




  

    Chapter 17




    It was on nights such as this that Dr. Harold W. Smith wished that CURE se­cu­ri­ty was not

    so crit­ical.




    He stood look­ing out the big pic­ture win­dow. A steady rain pelt­ed the wa­ters of Long

    Is­land Sound. Al­though he was in his of­fice, the sight of that re­morse­less rain made Smith

    shiv­er in sym­pa­thy and yearn for home, with a nice crack­ling pine log in his

    fire­place.




    But tonight Smith had to stand by the CURE tele­phones wait­ing for word from Re­mo and

    Chi­un. If CURE’s very ex­is­tence had not been a na­tion­al-​se­cu­ri­ty se­cret, Smith could

    have in­stalled a pri­vate ex­ten­sion in his house. He could now be wait­ing in the snug

    com­fort of his Rye home, in­stead of dread­ing the drive home through the rain. A drive that

    he might not be able to make for many hours yet. Maude would not be wait­ing up for him.

    Smith’s wife had long ago giv­en up on wait­ing up for her hus­band. Some­times he won­dered

    what kept them mar­ried.




    Smith dis­missed his gloomy thoughts. What was keep­ing Re­mo from call­ing both­ered him

    more. Ob­tain­ing a sim­ple let­ter from Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi could not be so dif­fi­cult.

    Not for peo­ple with Sinan­ju pow­ers. He hoped that this last mis­sion had gone bet­ter than

    the botched at­tempt to safe­guard the Vice-​Pres­ident’s life.




    Tired of watch­ing the rain, Smith took his seat and called up the CURE ter­mi­nal. Mes­sage

    traf­fic on CIA and Se­cret Ser­vice lev­els was busy. The Ser­vice was still try­ing to

    ex­plain the deaths of the de­tail that had been slaugh­tered while pro­tect­ing the

    Vice-​Pres­ident. News­pa­pers screamed about Mid­dle East­ern ter­ror­ist in­ter­fer­ence with

    the Amer­ican elec­tion, just days away.




    Smith had been in touch with the Pres­ident. The Pres­ident had re­ceived an­oth­er call

    from the Vice-​Pres­ident.




    Odd­ly, this time the Vice-​Pres­ident had called to thank the Chief Ex­ec­utive for

    send­ing a new body­guard, a mar­tial-​arts ex­pert known by the code name Ado­nis.




    The Pres­ident had not told the Vice-​Pres­ident the truth-​that he had not sent for this

    Ado­nis. Had Smith?




    “No, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith had replied. “I have no idea who this per­son is.”




    “But your per­son was on the scene?” the Pres­ident had asked.




    “Yes, he was.”




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident claimed that there were two CURE op­er­atives at Blair House,” the

    Pres­ident said slow­ly.




    “Ah, he must have been mis­tak­en,” said Smith, mop­ping his brow with a hand­ker­chief.




    “Yes, he must have been,” said the Pres­ident. “We lost our Amer­ican en­force­ment arm last

    year dur­ing that fi­as­co with the So­vi­ets.”




    “Yes,” said Smith un­com­fort­ably. A year ago, when CURE had been com­pro­mised by the

    Rus­sians, it had near­ly end­ed for all of them. Think­ing that he would nev­er see Re­mo or

    Chi­un again, Smith had al­lowed the Pres­ident to be­lieve that Re­mo had been liq­ui­dat­ed

    by Smith’s own hand. It had been Smith’s way of aton­ing to Re­mo for past in­jus­tices, now

    that Re­mo had de­cid­ed to set­tle down in Sinan­ju. For the past year Smith had lived in

    dread that the truth would come out.




    “Peo­ple un­der stress are of­ten con­fused,” the Pres­ident agreed slow­ly. “And the

    Vice-​Pres­ident has es­caped two as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempts now.”




    “I have a new lead on the leak,” said Smith. “There is a man named Tulip who has sent a

    let­ter de­tail­ing our op­er­ation to the Vice-​Pres­ident. There is rea­son to be­lieve that

    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi has al­so re­ceived an iden­ti­cal let­ter. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is

    try­ing to ver­ify this right now.”




    “Who? Why? It sounds as if this per­son is bent on shut­ting you down, Smith.”




    “If so, his ap­proach is in­ef­fi­cient. He could have eas­ily leaked what he knows to the

    press. I would have no choice but to ter­mi­nate op­er­ations if this broke pub­licly. “




    “I know one thing. I did not send any­one named Ado­nis to pro­tect the Vice-​Pres­ident. I

    told the Vice-​Pres­ident oth­er­wise on­ly be­cause he was yelling for your head. He wants you

    placed un­der ar­rest. “




    “Sir, it may be pos­si­ble that a ri­val in­tel­li­gence agen­cy, hav­ing learned about

    CURE, is copy­ing its meth­ods in an ef­fort to re­place us.”




    “I doubt the KGB would de­tail a man to pro­tect an Amer­ican politi­cian.”




    “I meant a do­mes­tic ri­val group. The CIA or the De­fense In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy. Or

    pos­si­bly some­one on your Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty Coun­cil. “




    “Don’t start that with me, Smith. The NSC is not in­volved with this.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident, but I can­not ig­nore any pos­si­bil­ities. “




    “Just don’t stir up any un­nec­es­sary mud. As far as I’m con­cerned, you re­main

    sanc­tioned to op­er­ate. Don’t give me a rea­son to change my mind.” And the Pres­ident hung

    up.




    That had been hours ago. Smith had pon­dered the sit­ua­tion with­out respite. His CURE

    com­put­ers showed no strange ac­tiv­ities on any lev­el of Amer­ica’s reg­ular in­tel­li­gence

    agen­cies. And Smith had many peo­ple on his pay­roll who worked for the CIA, the DIA, and the

    NSA but who ac­tu­al­ly re­port­ed to him with­out re­al­iz­ing it.




    If it was not any of those agen­cies, who then?




    By the time night fell and the rain start­ed, Smith was still lost in the

    im­pon­der­abil­ity of it all.




    Hours lat­er, Re­mo and Chi­un walked in unan­nounced. “Re­mo,” Smith said in sur­prise.

    “And Mas­ter Chi­un.”




    “Hi, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo. “I’ve got good news and bad news. “




    “He means good news and bet­ter news,” cor­rect­ed Chi­un.




    “Let me tell it, will you, Chi­un?”




    “Ig­nore him,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, lift­ing the crease of his trous­er legs

    del­icate­ly and set­tling in­to a chair. “He is tired from our long jour­ney. And his mem­ory

    may be fail­ing him.”




    Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “I tell you, Lit­tle Fa­ther, I saw him as plain as day. He had

    West­ern eyes.”




    “Non­sense. His eyes were Japanese. I know a Japanese when I see one. “




    “Japanese don’t nor­mal­ly stand over six feet tall.”




    “Nor did he,” in­sist­ed Chi­un. “He was much short­er than that. He was short even for a

    Japanese, who walk with their legs bent like mon­keys.”




    Smith in­ter­rupt­ed weari­ly. “What are you two ar­gu­ing about now?”




    “Noth­ing im­por­tant,” said Chi­un.




    “The bad news,” said Re­mo.




    “Give me the good news,” sighed Smith, grate­ful that this was his fi­nal op­er­ation

    in­volv­ing Re­mo and Chi­un. Re­mo scaled a let­ter across the room. It land­ed be­tween

    fin­gers of Smith’s up­raised hand. An ob­serv­er would have sworn Smith had plucked it from

    his sleeve like a ma­gi­cian. “I wish you wouldn’t do things like that,” Smith said, look­ing

    at the en­ve­lope. It was ad­dressed to Gov­er­nor Michael Prin­cip­pi. The let­ter bore

    Ko­re­an stamps and a Seoul can­cel­la­tion mark.




    “The let­ter?” Smith asked, pluck­ing the con­tents out and un­fold­ing them. There were

    three sheets of pa­per cov­ered with small spi­dery hand­writ­ing. Smith scanned the con­tents

    all the way to the end, where it was signed “Tulip.”




    “Who­ev­er this Tulip is, he knows ev­ery­thing about us,” said Smith, his face sag­ging

    like can­dle­wax reach­ing its melt­ing point.




    “Hey, that was sup­posed to be the good news,” said Re­mo. “You want­ed the let­ter. We got

    it for you. Don’t break the fur­ni­ture in your rush to thank us.”




    Smith let the let­ter fall from un­feel­ing fin­gers. He ran his hands through his thin­ning

    hair once and buried his face in them. He felt numb.




    “What is the bad news?” he asked hol­low­ly.




    “Some­one tried to kill Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi when we were at his house.”




    “When you were-“




    “I per­son­al­ly dis­patched three of the ver­min,” said Chi­un, leap­ing to his feet. “You

    should have been there, Em­per­or Smith. You would have been proud of your ser­vant. Though

    alone and out­num­bered, bul­lets fly­ing all about my aged head, I dis­patched them one, two,

    three.”




    “Alone? Where were you, Re­mo?”




    “I was in the gov­er­nor’s bed­room steal­ing the let­ter.”




    “The gov­er­nor did not know you were there, of course.”




    “He didn’t see me steal the let­ter,” Re­mo said quick­ly.




    Smith re­laxed. “Ex­cel­lent. You re­cov­ered the let­ter and pre­vent­ed an at­tempt on the

    gov­er­nor’s life with­out any­one be­ing the wis­er.”




    “Not ex­act­ly,” said Re­mo.




    “Not ex­act­ly? Please don’t tell me that-“




    “Smit­ty, some­thing strange is go­ing on,” Re­mo said. “When the shoot­ing start­ed, the

    gov­er­nor came down­stairs to see what was hap­pen­ing. Chi­un had killed most of the killers,

    but there was still one run­ning loose.”




    “And you got him?”




    “No, some screw­ball in a nin­ja suit beat me to it. I would have had him easy but I lost a

    few sec­onds when the guy drew aim on the gov­er­nor. I had to step in front to pro­tect the

    gov­er­nor’s body. Oth­er­wise I would have been all over the nin­ja. Hon­est.”




    “The gov­er­nor saw you.” It was not a ques­tion, but a sick state­ment of fact.




    “Sor­ry, Smit­ty. When he dis­cov­ers the let­ter’s gone, he’s go­ing to know it was us. We

    tried ask­ing for it ear­li­er in the day, but it was no go.”




    “Oh, my God,” said Smit­ty.




    “Smit­ty, there was an­oth­er thing. This nin­ja popped out of nowhere. He said he was from

    the Pres­ident. It was just like the sit­ua­tion with the Vice-​Pres­ident, on­ly in­stead of a

    kung-​fu beach boy, it was some white guy in a nin­ja suit.”




    “He was Japanese!” shout­ed Chi­un. “His eyes were Japanese.”




    “I stood clos­er to him than you and I say he was white,” in­sist­ed Re­mo.




    “Are you say­ing that my eyes are fad­ing?” bris­tled the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “I saw what I saw. Some­thing’s fishy here, Smit­ty. The Pres­ident doesn’t em­ploy

    nin­jas.”




    “I had a call from the Pres­ident,” said Smith dul­ly. His eyes were fo­cused in on

    them­selves, like those of a man who had been told he was ter­mi­nal. “Ac­cord­ing to him, your

    Ado­nis had rep­re­sent­ed him­self to the Vice-​Pres­ident as an of­fi­cial pres­iden­tial

    body­guard. The Pres­ident de­nied it, but now I don’t know. Any­thing is pos­si­ble.

    Any­thing.”




    “I am glad to hear that any­thing is pos­si­ble,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, float­ing

    out of his chair. He stepped up to Smith’s desk and set a plas­tic card on it. “If any­thing is

    pos­si­ble, then it will be pos­si­ble for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to ob­tain a card such as

    this one.”




    “I told you,” said Smith, pick­ing up the card idly. “Amer­ican Ex­press won’t do busi­ness

    with you any­more. But per­haps I can work out some­thing with one of the oth­er cred­it-​card

    com­pa­nies.” He stopped speak­ing and stared in­tent­ly at the card.




    “Hah!” said Re­mo tri­umphant­ly. “It’s a pho­ny, isn’t it? I can tell by your face. I knew

    that fake nin­ja was spin­ning a sto­ry.”




    “This card is blank,” said Smith, turn­ing it over sev­er­al times.




    “Give it here,” de­mand­ed Chi­un, tak­ing it back. He looked at the card. Re­mo leaned over

    his shoul­der to look at it too.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju held a black plas­tic card. Both sides were blank, with­out writ­ing

    of any kind.




    “But this was the card,” Chi­un ex­claimed.




    “Yeah, it was,” said Re­mo, rec­og­niz­ing the shape and tex­ture. “Smit­ty, the nin­ja

    flashed this thing at all of us. It was cov­ered with gold let­ters say­ing that it be­longed

    to an agent of a se­cret gov­ern­ment agen­cy. And it was signed by the Pres­ident. At least,

    it was the Pres­ident’s name. I don’t know if it was his hand­writ­ing.”




    “This card?” asked Smith.




    “Yes!” said Re­mo.




    “That’s rub­bish!” said Smith. “No se­cret agen­cy with any sense would is­sue such a

    ridicu­lous piece of iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. “




    “That’s what I tried to tell the gov­er­nor, but would he lis­ten? No. He swal­lowed the

    nin­ja’s sto­ry whole. He wasn’t even a re­al nin­ja. He was white.”




    “Japanese,” mut­tered Chi­un, look­ing at the card with puz­zle­ment.




    “There’s no let­ter­ing on ei­ther side,” Smith said, hold­ing it up to the flu­ores­cent

    ceil­ing lights.




    “Maybe he used in­vis­ible ink that works on plas­tic,” said Smith slow­ly.




    “Does this mean I can­not ob­tain a card like it?” Chi­un asked un­hap­pi­ly.




    “How can I du­pli­cate it if I don’t know what was writ­ten on it?” Smith asked in a

    rea­son­able voice.




    “That Japanese thief,” snapped Chi­un bit­ter­ly. “He will rue the day he tricked the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “What did he look like?” asked Smith.




    “His face was masked, nin­ja-​style,” Re­mo said.




    “And with good rea­son,” said Chi­un. “Did I ev­er tell you about the nin­jas and the

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, Em­per­or Smith?”




    “I don’t be­lieve so,” said Smith.




    “You will like this tale,” said Chi­un, draw­ing up a chair so he could be clos­er to Smith.

    “And I have many more be­sides. “




    “While you’re re­gal­ing Smith with tales of Sinan­ju, I’m go­ing for a walk,” said Re­mo.

    “And for the record, Smit­ty, the nin­ja was six-​foot-​one, white, and had blue eyes.”




    “He was my height, Japanese, with beady black eyes,” in­sist­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “And I’m Kris Kringle,” snort­ed Re­mo, slam­ming the door be­hind him.




    “Do not mind him, Em­per­or,” said Chi­un af­ter Re­mo had gone. “Ob­vi­ous­ly he is not

    well.”




    “What makes you say that?”




    “Any man who would mis­take a Japanese nin­ja for a fat white man in a nin­ja cos­tume is

    ob­vi­ous­ly sick. I think Re­mo’s mind is go­ing soft. Af­ter all, he is the first white to

    learn Sinan­ju. For years I have been con­cerned that his weak white mind could not en­dure the

    strain of per­fec­tion, and now I am sure of it. I on­ly hope he does not re­ject his train­ing

    en­tire­ly. All the more rea­son for us to reach a new agree­ment. “




    “Didn’t Re­mo say the nin­ja wore a mask? It’s pos­si­ble that one of you was thrown off

    be­cause his face was ob­scured,” said Smith, turn­ing the black plas­tic card over and over in

    his hands, as if its se­cret could be wor­ried from it.




    “All nin­jas wear masks,” spat Chi­un. “It is a curse that Sinan­ju has placed up­on them.

    Let me tell you that sto­ry.”




    “Yes, of course,” said Smith ab­sent­ly. The plas­tic card held his at­ten­tion.




    “Once,” said Chi­un, strid­ing to the cen­ter of the room, “a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was hired

    by a Japanese em­per­or. The year was A.D. 645 by West­ern dat­ing.”




    “What was the Mas­ter’s name?”




    Chi­un paused in his pac­ing of the room. “That is an ex­cel­lent ques­tion,” he

    com­pli­ment­ed. “A very ex­cel­lent ques­tion. Re­mo has nev­er asked such an in­tel­li­gent

    ques­tion in all the years I have worked with him.”




    “Thank you,” said Smith. “But I was just cu­ri­ous.”




    “Mas­ter Sam was his name,” said Chi­un, bow­ing in recog­ni­tion of the wis­dom of

    Em­per­or Smith in ask­ing such an in­sight­ful ques­tion. “Now, Sam was sum­moned to the court

    of Japan by its em­per­or of that time.”




    “His name?”




    “Sam. I have said it al­ready,” said Chi­un, his face stung. “No, I meant the Japanese

    em­per­or.”




    “Pah! What mat­ter his name? That is not im­por­tant to the leg­end.”




    “Keep talk­ing while I look it up,” said Smith, reach­ing for his com­put­er key­board.

    Af­ter a mo­ment he looked up. “It was Em­per­or Tenchi.”




    “Pos­si­bly,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju vague­ly. Why did Smith al­ways in­sist up­on

    wal­low­ing in for­eign triv­ia? he won­dered. “Now, this em­per­or,” Chi­un went on, “whose

    name might have been Tenchi, told the Mas­ter Sam that he had en­emies. And the em­per­or told

    where his en­emies might be found, in their homes or in their places of busi­ness. And one by

    one, the Mas­ter swooped down up­on each of these en­emies and they were no more. And each time

    Mas­ter Sam re­turned to the ruler of Japan to re­port suc­cess, the em­per­or said un­to him,

    ‘Go not yet, for I have dis­cov­ered a new en­emy. At­tend to him as you did the oth­ers

    be­fore him and I will in­crease the trib­ute to be paid to Sinan­ju.’




    “And be­cause the Mas­ter Sam did not wish to leave his work un­done, he took

    re­spon­si­bil­ity for each new vic­tim as they were brought to his at­ten­tion by the

    em­per­or. Un­til with the fifth vic­tim, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju grew sus­pi­cious be­cause

    some of these men were sim­ple peas­ants, with­out wealth or will to plot against the

    chrysan­the­mum throne.”




    “I see,” said Smith, his eyes drawn to the green­ish light of his com­put­er ter­mi­nal as a

    steady stream of news di­gests flashed on and off.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ig­nored his em­per­or’s rude­ness. The leg­ends of Sinan­ju were

    tra­di­tion­al­ly shared be­tween Mas­ter and pupil, not Mas­ter and em­per­or. Did Smith not

    un­der­stand why he was be­ing told this sto­ry? Still, he would ig­nore Smith’s

    inat­ten­tive­ness this time. The white mind was con­gen­ital­ly in­ca­pable of fo­cus­ing on

    one thought for very long.




    “And so, charged to elim­inate a sixth vic­tim, the Mas­ter went ear­ly to the place the

    em­per­or had told him the plot­ter would be found. Ar­riv­ing there, he dis­cov­ered

    con­cealed high in a tree a spy who had been sent there to watch the Mas­ter Sam work his

    art.




    “Tak­ing the spy by the scruff of the neck, Mas­ter Sam de­mand­ed of this man his true

    busi­ness. And the spy, know­ing full well the pow­er of Sinan­ju, trem­bled and said, ‘O

    Mas­ter, my em­per­or seeks the wis­dom of Sinan­ju, which I was to ob­serve and re­port to

    him, just as I have ob­served you kill the oth­ers.’ And the spy al­so re­vealed that the

    em­per­or had no known en­emies. The Mas­ter had been slaugh­ter­ing peas­ants.”




    “That’s ter­ri­ble,” said Smith.




    “Not as bad as it could have been.” Chi­un shrugged.




    “I fail to see how it could have been worse.”




    “Mas­ter Sam was paid for his work in ad­vance.”




    “Oh,” said Smith.




    “Now,” Chi­un con­tin­ued, “hav­ing learned these things, the Mas­ter had a fi­nal ques­tion

    for the spy of the Japanese em­per­or, and it was this, ‘What have you learned, spy?’ And the

    spy replied in a suit­able qua­ver­ing voice that he had learned from watch­ing the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju how to move stealthi­ly by wear­ing clothes the col­or of night, how to climb sheer

    walls like a spi­der, and cer­tain ways of killing with open­hand­ed blows.”




    “And Mas­ter Sam killed him, nat­ural­ly,” said Smith, think­ing that he un­der­stood how

    the mind of Sinan­ju Mas­ters worked.




    “No, of course not,” Chi­un said ir­ri­ta­bly. “The Japanese em­per­or did not pay him to

    kill that man.” Why was Smith so dense? It must be a white trait, he de­cid­ed. Re­mo was like

    that too.




    “He let him go, even though he had learned Sinan­ju?”




    “Im­per­fect­ly,” cor­rect­ed Chi­un. “He had learned Sinan­ju im­per­fect­ly. His blows

    were weak, and in or­der to climb walls he need­ed ar­ti­fi­cial aids. Like spikes and

    grap­pling hooks. No, he did not learn Sinan­ju. He stole the in­spi­ra­tion, but in prac­tice

    he was like a me­chan­ical man pre­tend­ing to be hu­man. So Mas­ter Sam said to this man,

    ‘Re­turn to your em­per­or and tell him you have learned naught but how to skulk and steal, and

    al­so tell him that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju kills for pay­ment, not for the en­light­en­ment of

    em­per­ors.’ “




    “What was his name, this man?” won­dered Smith.




    “Why would you ask such a ques­tion?” de­mand­ed Chi­un in an ex­as­per­at­ed voice. “What

    has that to do with any­thing?”




    “His­tor­ical cu­rios­ity,” said Smith. “That man was the founder of nin­jut­su.”




    “Founder!” spat Chi­un. “He did not find any­thing, he stole it! Have you not lis­tened to a

    word I have said? You whites are all alike.”




    “Er, nev­er mind,” said Smith hasti­ly. “I’ll look it up lat­er. But you haven’t told me why

    the nin­jas go about masked. “




    Chi­un sub­sid­ed. “Very well,” he said in a con­trolled voice. “It hap­pened years lat­er,

    af­ter word came out of Japan of a new sect of as­sas­sins who dressed in black and were known

    as nin­jas. And Mas­ter Sam ven­tured back in­to Japan, un­sum­moned and un­known, in or­der to

    eval­uate this new com­pe­ti­tion. And he found a tiny band of these nin­jas, and their lead­er

    was this unim­por­tant thief from years be­fore, who had trained oth­ers. Of course, they were

    as clum­sy as mon­keys, but that is not the point. They were tak­ing work that should have gone

    to Sinan­ju.”




    “So nat­ural­ly Mas­ter Sam killed them all this time,” said Smith, who knew that Sinan­ju

    Mas­ters stopped at noth­ing to guard their liveli­hood.




    Chi­un froze in the mid­dle of a grand flour­ish and fixed his brit­tle hazel eyes up­on Dr.

    Harold W. Smith.




    Smith felt a chill, as if the cold rain had some­how pen­etrat­ed the great pic­ture win­dow

    to run down his back. He shook his head in a silent neg­ative.




    Chi­un shook his head in re­sponse, and went on, the edge in his voice glit­ter­ing.

    “Mas­ter Sam stood be­fore this thief and his face was wrath­ful. But he did not slay him.

    In­stead, he said to him, ‘You have stolen that which lasts longer than ru­bies. You have

    stolen wis­dom. I could kill you, nin­ja, but you are a child im­itat­ing his el­ders, and I

    will not kill you. In­stead, hear my curse: you are a thief, and I curse you, and all who

    fol­low in your path, to forever­more con­ceal your faces in shame. And should any of your

    num­ber in suc­ceed­ing gen­er­ations ev­er go about his skulk­ing work with his face

    un­cov­ered, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju will no longer suf­fer your ex­is­tence. And that is why

    to this very day these so-​called nin­jas go about with their heads cov­ered.”




    Chi­un fold­ed his long-​nailed hands in­to the belled sleeves of his suit

    com­pla­cent­ly.




    “There is one thing I still do not un­der­stand,” Smith said cau­tious­ly.




    Chi­un’s fore­head gath­ered in wrin­kles. “I be­lieve I cov­ered ev­ery­thing.”




    “Why didn’t the Mas­ter Sam kill the nin­jas?”




    “He was not paid!” screeched Chi­un like a teach­er be­fore a re­cal­ci­trant child.




    “But not killing them took mon­ey and em­ploy­ment away from fu­ture Mas­ters,” Smith

    pressed on. “Wouldn’t it have been bet­ter to have killed the nin­jas?”




    “That is the way the sto­ry is writ­ten in the his­to­ries of my an­ces­tors,” Chi­un

    re­turned de­fi­ant­ly. “To ask for in­for­ma­tion not writ­ten in those scrolls is

    im­per­ti­nent.”




    “I’m sor­ry,” said Smith stub­born­ly. “I thought it was a rea­son­able ques­tion.”




    “Rea­son­able to whom? I am sure Mas­ter Sam had a good rea­son for han­dling it the way he

    did. He must have for­got­ten to write it in­to his scrolls.”




    “Scrolls,” said Smith sud­den­ly. He was look­ing at the let­ter signed “Tulip.” The

    en­ve­lope had been mailed from South Ko­rea. Smith had been puz­zled by that, but his full

    at­ten­tion had been cap­tured by the con­tents of the let­ter it­self. Now the sig­nif­icance

    of the post­mark was be­gin­ning to sink in­to his mind.




    Look­ing up, he asked the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju a ques­tion. “You men­tioned the scrolls of

    your an­ces­tors,” said Smith. “Might I as­sume that you reg­ular­ly tran­scribe the his­to­ry

    of your ser­vice to Amer­ica in sim­ilar scrolls?”




    “In great de­tail,” said Chi­un proud­ly.




    “I see. And where are these scrolls now? Yours, I mean.”




    “In Sinan­ju. In past times I kept them with me, but I was un­able to bring them back with

    me when I last re­turned to these shores. But do not wor­ry, Em­per­or Smith, I have an

    ex­cel­lent mem­ory. When I am free to send for my scrolls, I will du­ly record this most

    re­cent year of ser­vice to your high­ness. And while I am on the sub­ject,” he said,

    re­mov­ing a blue-​rib­boned scroll from his coat, “I have com­plet­ed the lat­est con­tract.

    It on­ly needs your sig­na­ture to guar­an­tee that you will be served well in the com­ing

    year.”




    “Leave it on the desk,” said Smith. “I will read it and we will dis­cuss it lat­er.”




    “It is ex­act in ev­ery de­tail of our last ne­go­ti­ation,” protest­ed Chi­un.




    “I am sure that it is,” said Smith. “But if you’ll look out the win­dow, you’ll no­tice that

    the sun is com­ing up. We’ve been here all night. I re­al­ly need some rest be­fore I can deal

    with such a weighty mat­ter.”




    “Let me read it to you, then,” said Chi­un. “There is no need for you to strain your roy­al

    eyes.”




    “I’d rather read it at my con­ve­nience, if you don’t mind,” in­sist­ed Smith, ges­tur­ing

    for the scroll to be left on his desk. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hes­itat­ed, but he had al­ready

    snapped at the Em­per­or Smith twice this night. There was no need to push the mat­ter. What

    was an­oth­er few hours? Re­luc­tant­ly he set the scroll on the desk and bowed from the

    waist.




    “I will await your de­ci­sion,” he said.




    “Thank you,” said Smith.




    When the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had gone, Smith con­sid­ered the en­ve­lope on his desk. Yes,

    it made sense. There was no way for CURE’s ex­is­tence to leak out of the Amer­ican

    gov­ern­ment, whether from past or present ad­min­is­tra­tions. In all his years at the helm of

    CURE, Smith had over­looked the sim­ple fact that all along the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had been

    record­ing his ev­ery as­sign­ment for pos­ter­ity. The events of the last year had caused

    those scrolls to be left un­guard­ed, and now it had come to this.




    There was no telling what the con­se­quences might be, but CURE was not nec­es­sar­ily

    doomed. It all hinged up­on whether the next Pres­ident kept his cam­paign promise. And Smith,

    know­ing politi­cians, would not bet on that.




    Smith looked at his watch and de­cid­ed to wait an­oth­er hour be­fore he re­port­ed his

    find­ings to the Pres­ident. No need to wake him. And notic­ing al­so that his sec­re­tary was

    due to ar­rive for work at any mo­ment, Smith sent the CURE ter­mi­nal slip­ping back in­to its

    desk well.




    Smith’s sec­re­tary was as punc­tu­al as al­ways. She knocked on Smith’s door be­fore

    en­ter­ing. She was a bo­somy mid­dle-​aged wom­an in bi­fo­cals, her hair tied in­to an

    ef­fi­cient bun.




    “Good morn­ing,” she said, set­ting a con­tain­er of prunewhip yo­gurt and a can of

    unsweet­ened pineap­ple juice on the desk. “I picked up your usu­al break­fast from the

    com­mis­sary.”




    “Thank you, Mrs. Mikul­ka,” Smith said. Tak­ing from a desk draw­er a dis­pos­able plas­tic

    spoon with which he had eat­en his yo­gurt for the last twen­ty years, he dug in.




    “I see you’ve been work­ing all night.”




    “Er, yes,” Smith ad­mit­ted, puz­zled by his sec­re­tary’s over­ly fa­mil­iar tone. She did

    not nor­mal­ly re­mark on mat­ters out­side of her du­ties. “Im­por­tant mat­ters,” he

    said.




    “I imag­ine cur­ing the ills of the world is worth los­ing a night’s sleep here and there,”

    she said, clos­ing the door be­hind her.




    Smith’s mouth hung open. Yo­gurt ran down his chin and dripped, un­no­ticed, on­to his

    wrin­kled trousers. He had com­plete­ly for­got­ten he was eat­ing.




    “Fig­ure of speech,” Smith as­sured him­self huski­ly. “Yes. A fig­ure of speech. She

    couldn’t know. Not Mrs. Mikul­ka. I’ve got to re­lax. This thing has me jump­ing at

    shad­ows.”


  




  

    Chapter 18




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was al­ready awake when the spe­cial tele­phone rang.

    He had been ly­ing in bed en­joy­ing a few min­utes of ex­tra rest be­fore hav­ing to get up,

    when the muf­fled ring­ing start­ed.




    “Not again,” cried his wife.




    “Could you ex­cuse me, dear?” the Pres­ident said, ma­neu­ver­ing him­self in­to a sit­ting

    po­si­tion on the edge of the bed. The phone rang again.




    The First La­dy mum­bled some­thing un­der her breath and climbed in­to a sheer night­gown.

    “If that’s World War III, I’ll be in the show­er.”




    When she was out of hear­ing, the Pres­ident opened the end-​ta­ble draw­er and lift­ed the

    re­ceiv­er of the red phone. “Good morn­ing,” he said cheer­ily.




    “I’m sor­ry to wake you, Mr. Pres­ident,” said the voice of Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    The Pres­ident’s voice hard­ened. “I’ve been awake for sev­er­al min­utes. Why does

    ev­ery­one as­sume I’m not awake at this hour? It’s al­ready nine o’clock.”




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said stiffly. “If I may make my re­port.”




    “Fire away,” said the Pres­ident.




    “As you may know, there was an at­tempt on Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi’s life last night.”




    “A gang of street punks,” said the Pres­ident. “Prob­ably copy­cat­ting the at­tacks on the

    Vice-​Pres­ident.”




    “There’s no rea­son to be­lieve oth­er­wise at this point in time,” Smith said, “but we

    should not as­sume any­thing.”




    “The gang mem­bers are dead, I’m told.”




    “Yes, my spe­cial per­son ac­count­ed for most of them.”




    “That should im­press the gov­er­nor.”




    “Mr. Pres­ident, the gov­er­nor knows about our op­er­ation. And he’s not hap­py with it, or

    with me.”




    The Pres­ident’s hand tight­ened on the re­ceiv­er. “How?”




    “It ap­pears that an un­known per­son sign­ing him­self ‘Tulip’ has sent let­ters

    de­scrib­ing CURE op­er­ations to both the gov­er­nor and the Vice-​Pres­ident. The

    gov­er­nor’s let­ter is in my hands. It’s post­marked South Ko­rea. From that, I be­lieve I can

    in­fer the source of Tulip’s knowl­edge.”




    “Yes?”




    “He seems to have ac­cessed per­son­al di­aries of our spe­cial per­son which have re­mained

    in the vil­lage of Sinan­ju since the in­ci­dent with the So­vi­ets last year.”




    “I re­mem­ber it well,” the Pres­ident said bit­ter­ly.




    “A fluke, sir,” Smith said un­com­fort­ably.




    “Well, this makes two flukes in one year.”




    “I am aware of that, sir. If it’s your wish that I cease op­er­ations, I can be shut down

    with­in the hour. I should have been aware of this pos­si­bil­ity.”




    “I’m not pre­pared to do that, Smith,” said the Pres­ident with­out hes­ita­tion. “Af­ter

    that last in­ci­dent, you’ll re­call we de­cid­ed that you could op­er­ate with­out an

    en­force­ment arm. You’d be do­ing that if your spe­cial per­son, the Ko­re­an, hadn’t

    re­turned to Amer­ica and of­fered you an­oth­er year of ser­vice. Isn’t it about time for your

    con­tract with him to lapse?”




    “Yes, he hand­ed me a new one just this morn­ing. Its terms are quite gen­er­ous. Of course,

    I ex­plained to him that if I sign it, I may not be able to guar­an­tee its terms af­ter you

    leave of­fice.”




    “What the next ad­min­is­tra­tion de­cides is their busi­ness. For now, you will con­tin­ue

    op­er­ations.”




    “And our spe­cial per­son?”




    “Have him de­stroy his records. Make that a stip­ula­tion of this new con­tract. If he

    re­fus­es, ter­mi­nate his em­ploy­ment. Is that all?”




    “Not quite, sir. There was an­oth­er play­er in the Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi in­ci­dent. A

    nin­ja mas­ter. He claimed that he was pro­tect­ing the gov­er­nor at your be­hest.”




    “I have no such re­port, Smith.”




    “No?” said Smith vague­ly.




    “You do be­lieve me, don’t you?”




    “Yes, of course. I have no rea­son to think oth­er­wise.”




    “Thanks for the vote of con­fi­dence,” the Pres­ident said acid­ly.




    “I apol­ogize for my tone, Mr. Pres­ident, but you have to un­der­stand my con­fu­sion. Two

    mar­tial-​arts ex­perts have pre­empt­ed sep­arate as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempts. Both claimed to

    be work­ing for you.”




    “Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi has said noth­ing about any nin­ja. His sto­ry is that the

    as­sas­sins were stopped by per­sons un­known. I as­sumed that it was your un­known

    per­son.”




    “It was, but this nin­ja was al­so on the scene. I don’t un­der­stand how he could have

    known of an as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempt ahead of time, un­less he is sanc­tioned, or. . . “




    “Or what?”




    “Or he’s part of the plot.”




    “I’ll have the Se­cret Ser­vice look in­to it.”




    “I could han­dle it, sir,” Smith said hope­ful­ly.




    “Stick to your com­put­ers, Smith. For now. That’s all.” And the Pres­ident hung up.




    In his of­fice at Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Dr. Harold W. Smith rose from be­hind his desk and

    locked the door. From a clos­et he re­moved a gray three-​piece suit iden­ti­cal to the one he

    wore. Chang­ing out of the wrin­kled suit, Smith plugged in an elec­tric ra­zor and

    ef­fi­cient­ly scoured the stub­ble from his face. He checked him­self in a hand mir­ror and

    ad­just­ed his rim­less glass­es. When he was done, he but­toned his fresh white shirt and

    knot­ted his Dart­mouth tie. Putting away the ra­zor and hand mir­ror, Smith tripped the

    in­ter­com.




    “Mrs. Mikul­ka, could you ask that Mr. Chi­un and Mr. Re­mo come to my of­fice?”




    “Yes, Dr. Smith.”




    Min­utes lat­er, Re­mo and Chi­un en­tered. “Please close the door,” re­quest­ed Smith.




    “Sure, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo.




    See­ing that his new con­tract lay open be­fore Harold Smith, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju burst

    in­to a broad smile. “Per­haps Re­mo need not at­tend this meet­ing inas­much as it con­cerns

    mat­ters be­tween you and me,” Chi­un said point­ed­ly.




    “I’d pre­fer that Re­mo re­main.” Chi­un’s face fell.




    “Thanks, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo.




    “I’ll be brief,” be­gan Smith. “I’ve looked over your con­tract, Mas­ter Chi­un. It is

    ac­cu­rate, in­so­far as the terms we dis­cussed yes­ter­day go.”




    “Ex­cel­lent,” said Chi­un, puff­ing out his chest. “It just so hap­pens I have with me the

    cer­emo­ni­al goose quill. Here.”




    Smith raised his hand. “One mo­ment, please.”




    “Two mo­ments,” in­ter­rupt­ed Re­mo. “Don’t I have some say in this?”




    “None,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “You are not part of this con­tract. You are dead.

    Smith has led the Pres­ident to be­lieve this. And dead peo­ple do not sign con­tracts.”




    “I’m not sign­ing any­thing,” said Re­mo hot­ly. “I’m re­turn­ing to Sinan­ju. You promised

    that you’d re­turn with me. “




    “I promised no such thing.”




    “You didn’t say you wouldn’t.”




    “And I did not say that I would. Em­per­or Smith has gra­cious­ly of­fered me an­oth­er year

    of em­ploy­ment in this land, and I have de­cid­ed, be­cause you are un­will­ing to

    ac­com­pa­ny me on my Sinan­ju World tour, that this is the on­ly way I can con­tin­ue to

    sup­port the starv­ing vil­lagers of Sinan­ju. “




    “Bull­dookey,” said Re­mo. “You wouldn’t let me mar­ry with­out at­tend­ing the cer­emo­ny,

    would you?”




    “No, of course not,” re­tort­ed Chi­un. “But would you mar­ry with­out me be­ing present?

    That is the true ques­tion.”




    “We’ll find out. I plan on set­ting the date as soon as I hit the beach.”




    “It might be that the Em­per­or Smith will al­low me a week off for that pur­pose. Say, next

    sum­mer, per­haps?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly I’d like you both to re­turn to Sinan­ju im­me­di­ate­ly,” said Smith.




    Chi­un’s parch­ment face col­lapsed. “Re­turn?” he squeaked.




    “I’m al­ready packed.” Re­mo grinned, pulling a tooth­brush from his back pock­et.




    “It has to do with one last stip­ula­tion up­on which I must in­sist if we are to come to an

    agree­ment here,” said Smith.




    Chi­un looked at Smith. Then he looked at Re­mo’s pleased face.




    “Very well,” he said de­ci­sive­ly. “Name it. What­ev­er it is, I am cer­tain it will be

    agree­able, for you have been record­ed in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju as Gen­er­ous Harold the

    First. “




    “You must de­stroy ev­ery record of your ser­vice to Amer­ica that you have in

    Sinan­ju.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju froze. His head flinched as if from a blow. He said noth­ing for

    long mo­ments. Fi­nal­ly, in a low, too-​qui­et voice, he asked, “Why would you ask me to do

    such a thing?”




    “This let­ter from Tulip. It is post­marked South Ko­rea.”




    “An­oth­er place en­tire­ly,” said Chi­un. “Sinan­ju is in North Ko­rea.”




    “I be­lieve this Tulip has stolen or ac­cessed your records. It is the on­ly ex­pla­na­tion

    for the pre­cise knowl­edge he pos­sess­es.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble,” sput­tered Chi­un. “The scrolls of Sinan­ju are kept in the House of the

    Mas­ters. It is guard­ed con­tin­uous­ly. The door is dou­ble-​locked.”




    “That’s right, Smit­ty,” Re­mo put in. “I locked it my­self when I left Sinan­ju. “




    “Yes, that is cor­rect,” Chi­un said. He froze. Sud­den­ly he wheeled up­on Re­mo. “You! You

    were the last one to leave Sinan­ju! If my scrolls are miss­ing, it is your fault!” he

    shout­ed, lev­el­ing a shak­ing fin­ger at Re­mo.




    “Hey, Chi­un, light­en up. You just got through telling Smit­ty that it’s im­pos­si­ble for

    the scrolls to be miss­ing.”




    “It is im­pos­si­ble! But if they are miss­ing, it is no doubt your fault, clum­sy white who

    can­not prop­er­ly lock a door af­ter him. You prob­ably left the wa­ter run­ning too.”




    “Not me,” said Re­mo, fold­ing his arms de­fen­sive­ly. He turned to Smith. “Are you sure

    about this?”




    “My com­put­ers are se­cure. They have not been ac­cessed. The on­ly oth­er pos­si­ble leak

    is the Pres­ident. And he de­nies it. And there’s no rea­son for him to go to the ex­treme of

    mas­querad­ing as this Tulip. He could shut us down with a phone call.”




    Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “He’s got a point, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Non­sense,” snapped Chi­un. “If any­one had dared to de­file the House of the Mas­ters, my

    faith­ful ser­vant, Pullyang, would have seen it and re­port­ed it. His last let­ter to me said

    noth­ing of such a crime.”




    “Isn’t this the same Pullyang you once called a bark­ing dog with­out teeth?” Re­mo

    in­quired.




    “Do not lis­ten to him, O Em­per­or. He can­not tell a Japanese from an Amer­ican at three

    paces. No doubt his hear­ing is go­ing al­so.”




    “It will, if you keep shout­ing like that,” com­plained Re­mo.




    “Please, please, the both of you,” Smith plead­ed. “Mas­ter Chi­un, I’d like your

    an­swer.”




    “My an­swer is no, no one could have ri­fled the scrolls of my an­ces­tors. That is a

    cer­tain­ty. “




    “I meant, will you agree to re­turn to Sinan­ju to de­stroy your scrolls?”




    “This is an un­fair thing you ask of me,” said Chi­un hot­ly. “No em­per­or in his­to­ry has

    ev­er placed such a ridicu­lous de­mand up­on the House of Sinan­ju. My an­swer is no.”




    Smith nod­ded grim­ly. “Very well,” he said, stand­ing up. He picked the con­tract scroll

    off the desk and stu­dious­ly tore it down the cen­ter.




    “Aaaieee!” wailed Chi­un. “I worked for days on that scroll. “




    “I’m sor­ry. I can­not sign this doc­ument with­out your agree­ing to that

    stip­ula­tion.”




    “I said no, not def­inite­ly no,” Chi­un com­plained.




    “Then you will agree to de­stroy the scrolls?” Smith asked.




    “Def­inite­ly not!” Chi­un shout­ed.




    Smith tore the scroll again. Chi­un’s mouth hung open. Re­mo grinned broad­ly. “Looks like

    we’re go­ing home.”




    Chi­un turned on him. “Do not be so smug! This may be your fault for leav­ing the House of

    the Mas­ters un­locked.”




    “I as­sume,” said Smith, “that if you find the scrolls in ques­tion are miss­ing up­on your

    re­turn to Sinan­ju, you will do ev­ery­thing in your pow­er to track them down and elim­inate

    the cul­prit.”




    “Aha!” screeched Chi­un, his eyes flash­ing. “I see your game now, Smith. You have tricked

    me! You are ex­pect­ing ser­vice with­out pay­ment. Yes, I will track down this thief, if such

    ex­ists, but do not count up­on my elim­inat­ing him. Re­mem­ber the sto­ry of Mas­ter Sam and

    the nin­jas.”




    “That is your priv­ilege, Mas­ter Chi­un. I have my or­ders. “




    “And my con­tempt,” snapped Chi­un, strid­ing out the door. “And be as­sured that this

    per­fidy will be record­ed in my scrolls and your name dis­graced for all gen­er­ations to

    come. “




    “I’m sor­ry it had to end this way,” Smith told Re­mo in a qui­et voice.




    “I’m not,” said Re­mo, tak­ing Smith’s hand. “It couldn’t have worked out bet­ter. Thanks,

    Smit­ty. You want to come along? I’ll let you dance at my wed­ding.”




    “I don’t dance,” said Smith, shak­ing Re­mo’s hand.




    “A par­ty poop­er to the bit­ter end,” sighed Re­mo. “It’s okay. I don’t think you’d fit in

    any­way. Can we count on the usu­al trans­porta­tion by sub­ma­rine?”




    “Of course,” said Smith, let­ting go of Re­mo’s hand. And with­out an­oth­er word, Re­mo

    skipped out the door, whistling. Watch­ing him go, Smith thought that he had nev­er seen Re­mo

    so hap­py be­fore.




    Re­mo found the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in his room, writ­ing fu­ri­ous­ly.




    “What are you do­ing, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “Are you to­tal­ly blind? I am writ­ing, fool.”




    “Don’t be like that.”




    “What should I be like? I have been ter­mi­nat­ed by my em­per­or. “




    “You should be hap­py. Like me.”




    “To be hap­py like you I would have to be an id­iot like you. Thank you, no. I will for­go

    that il­lus­tri­ous ex­pe­ri­ence.”




    “Then be hap­py for me. And Mah-​Li.”




    “I am writ­ing to Pullyang now, telling him to pre­pare for our re­turn. Do not fear, Re­mo,

    your wed­ding will take place as you wish.”




    “What’s that oth­er let­ter for?” Re­mo asked, nod­ding at a sealed en­ve­lope.




    “It is a wed­ding in­vi­ta­tion,” said Chi­un.




    “I al­ready asked Smith. He says he’s tied up.”




    “I wish nev­er to see that man ev­er again. He is a base trick­ster and a tak­er-​back of

    Gold Cards.”




    “Then who?” Re­mo asked.




    “No one you know. I have friends who are not known to you.”




    “I hope they bring a nice wed­ding present.”




    “It will be one that you will nev­er for­get, I am sure.”




    “Sounds great,” Re­mo said pleas­ant­ly. “But hur­ry up, will you? The he­li­copter is

    wait­ing.”


  




  

    Chapter 19




    Dr. Harold W. Smith watched the he­li­copter lift off from the old docks that reached out

    like skele­tal fin­gers from the patch of Fol­croft land that front­ed Long Is­land Sound. The

    air was still moist from the evening rain, and a chill fog rolled in off the wa­ter.




    Smith stood be­fore his big of­fice win­dow. For some rea­son, he felt a need to watch them

    go. To see Re­mo and Chi­un leave his life for­ev­er. It had been a long twen­ty years. It was

    strange that it would end on this dif­fi­cult note, but per­haps that was for the best.




    As Smith watched, Re­mo helped the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who had re­vert­ed to his

    tra­di­tion­al Ko­re­an dress, in­to the med­ical he­li­copter. Smith had sum­moned the

    he­li­copter on the pre­text that Mr. Chi­un, an Alzheimer’s pa­tient, and his guardian, Mr.

    Re­mo, need­ed im­me­di­ate trans­porta­tion to an­oth­er fa­cil­ity. The he­li­copter would

    drop them off at Kennedy Air­port, from where they would take a com­mer­cial flight to the San

    Diego Naval Air sta­tion, where the sub­ma­rine Harlequin was wait­ing to take them back to the

    shores of Sinan­ju for the fi­nal time.




    The door closed and the he­li­copter, its ro­tors beat­ing the air, lift­ed. It

    dis­ap­peared in­to the fog as if swal­lowed. “It’s over,” breathed Smith. He re­turned to his

    fa­mil­iar desk ter­mi­nal. From now on, CURE was just him and his com­put­ers.




    There was a ten­ta­tive knock on his door. “Yes?”




    The be­spec­ta­cled face of Mrs. Mikul­ka poked through the door.




    “They’re gone?” she asked.




    “Yes,” said Smith, not look­ing up.




    “Back to Sinan­ju?”




    “Yes, back to-” Smith froze. “What did you say?” he croaked. He was star­ing at his

    sec­re­tary, who had served him loy­al­ly for over five years, who ran Fol­croft as ca­pa­bly

    as him­self, and who knew noth­ing-​or should know noth­ing-​about Sinan­ju.




    “I asked if Re­mo and Chi­un had re­turned to Sinan­ju.”




    “Come in, Mrs. Mikul­ka,” Smith said cold­ly. “And close the door be­hind you, if you

    would.”




    When Smith saw that his sec­re­tary had seat­ed her­self on a long di­van, he asked in a

    tight voice, “How do you know about Sinan­ju?”




    “I know about CURE too.”




    “Oh, God,” said Smith. “Did you re­ceive a let­ter from Tulip too?”




    “No.”




    “Then how?”




    “I am Tulip.”




    “You!”




    “Tulip is not my re­al name, of course.”




    “You are Eileen Mikul­ka. Be­fore you were a sec­re­tary, you taught high-​school En­glish.

    I did a thor­ough back­ground check be­fore I hired you.”




    “No,” said the voice of Eileen Mikul­ka. “Eileen Mikul­ka is locked in a pa­tient’s room on

    an up­per floor. She met with an ac­ci­dent as she car­ried your yo­gurt and fruit juice from

    the com­mis­sary this morn­ing. Oh, do not wor­ry, she is not dead. It was an ef­fort for me

    not to kill her, but if I killed her, I might not have been able to stop killing. And then

    where would my plans be?”




    “You look just like her. Plas­tic surgery?” Smith let one hand drop to his lap. He tried to

    be ca­su­al about it. His gray eyes locked with those of this wom­an, so that his gaze would

    not be­tray any sur­rep­ti­tious move­ment.




    “Plas­tic surgery would not give me her voice, her man­ners. And do you re­al­ly think I-​or

    any­one-​would go to the ridicu­lous ex­treme of be­com­ing a mid­dle-​aged wom­an

    per­ma­nent­ly to achieve a goal?”




    “What you say is log­ical,” ad­mit­ted Smith, tug­ging open the mid­dle-​left-​hand desk

    draw­er with two fin­gers. He hoped it would not squeak be­fore he could reach in­to it for his

    au­to­mat­ic. “May I ask why you wish CURE ter­mi­nat­ed?”




    “I wish no such thing,” said the voice of Eileen Mikul­ka. “You are not my tar­get, nor is

    your op­er­ation. Nor were the pres­iden­tial can­di­dates I or­dered as­sas­si­nat­ed.”




    “You?” blurt­ed Smith. He was so shocked he let go of the draw­er han­dle. “You were the

    per­son be­hind the at­tempts up­on the Vice-​Pres­ident and Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi? Why, for

    God’s sake?”




    “So I could stop the as­sas­sins.”




    “You?”




    Abrupt­ly the fig­ure of Eileen Mikul­ka shim­mered. Smith squint­ed. In­stead of the

    fa­mil­iar bo­somy plump­ness of his sec­re­tary, a man sat on the di­van. He was blond and

    bronzed, and wore a white karate gi. He smiled broad­ly. “Call me Ado­nis.”




    “What?” Smith croaked. Then he re­mem­bered his weapon. He had the draw­er open a crack. He

    tugged on it again. He dared not look down to see if it were open wide enough. He fum­bled with

    his fin­gers. The open­ing was too nar­row.




    “Or call me nin­ja mas­ter.”




    And the hand­some face melt­ed and ran, tanned skin turn­ing in­to black folds of cloth. The

    fig­ure on the di­van was garbed in nin­ja black now, his face con­cealed by the flaps of his

    mask. On­ly his eyes showed. Smith saw that they were blue.




    “Chi­un was mis­tak­en,” he said in a stupid voice. “He thought you were Japanese.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is nev­er wrong,” said the fig­ure, and his words were in the

    singsong ac­cents of Japan. Smith looked clos­er. The nin­ja’s eyes were black and

    al­mond-​shaped. And his ro­bust physique seemed to have shrunk.




    Smith forced him­self not to re­act. With an ef­fort he kept his voice lev­el. “I sup­pose I

    would be wast­ing my time if I asked you to iden­ti­fy your­self?”




    The nin­ja stood up and came to­ward Smith.




    “You have the let­ter be­fore you,” he said. “You saw my sig­na­ture. “




    Smith’s hand touched cold met­al. He had the au­to­mat­ic. “It says ‘Tulip.’ That means

    noth­ing to me.”




    “That is be­cause you have not thought about it, Smith.”




    “I’ll think about it lat­er,” said Harold W. Smith, whip­ping up the au­to­mat­ic. He held

    it at desk lev­el, rest­ing the butt on the desk­top to keep it steady. “Please stop where you

    are.”




    But the nin­ja kept com­ing, his body swelling and run­ning like a mil­lion mul­ti­col­ored

    can­dles melt­ing to­geth­er. Sud­den­ly it was the fig­ure a young man with a flow­ing mane of

    yel­low hair and pur­ple gar­ments who came to­ward him on qui­et, con­fi­dent feet. His eyes

    were so blue it hurt to look at them.




    Smith steeled him­self and fired.




    The pur­ple fig­ure kept com­ing. Smith fired again. This time he saw, in­cred­ibly, the

    af­ter­im­age ef­fect as the fig­ure re­turned to its path of ap­proach. The fig­ure had dodged

    the bul­lets. Had dodged them so fast that it looked to the un­trained eye as if he had

    al­lowed the bul­lets to pass through him.




    Smith knew he was look­ing at a be­ing trained in the an­cient art of Sinan­ju, and

    sud­den­ly the sig­nif­icance of the name Tulip was clear. He knew whom he faced. What he

    faced. But his knowl­edge came too late, far too late for Harold W. Smith.




    “I have no quar­rel with you, Smith,” a dif­fer­ent voice rang in his ears. “I want Re­mo. I

    want to de­stroy him. You have helped me with the first phase. Do not think I am not

    grate­ful-​or un­mer­ci­ful. You will feel no pain, I promise.”




    And for Harold W. Smith, the world went black. He nev­er saw the hand that struck him.


  




  

    Chapter 20




    The let­ter ar­rived in Sinan­ju the next day. It had come via Py­ongyang, the cap­ital of

    North Ko­rea, and was de­liv­ered to Sinan­ju by a Peo­ple’s he­li­copter. It was left in an

    iron mail­box at the edge of the vil­lage, for it was for­bid­den for any who were not of

    Sinan­ju to en­ter Sinan­ju with­out per­mis­sion.




    When the he­li­copter de­part­ed, a boy was sent to the mail­box. He came run­ning back and

    gave the let­ter to Pullyang, who was again at his post, guard­ing the House of the

    Mas­ters.




    Old Pullyang placed the let­ter in the dirt while he got his pipe go­ing. Af­ter a few

    pre­lim­inary puffs he opened the let­ter, which he rec­og­nized as from the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. His tiny eyes took in the mes­sage of the Mas­ter ea­ger­ly.




    “Sum­mon Mah-​Li,” Pullyang told the boy, who would not go un­til he had heard the news from

    Amer­ica.




    “Is it good news?” the boy asked.




    “Joy­ous news. But I must tell Mah-​Li my­self.”




    Mah-​Li climbed the low hillock to the House of the Mas­ters, ex­pec­ta­tion on her

    ra­di­ant face.




    “What word from Amer­ica?” she called.




    Pullyang waved the let­ter. “It is from Mas­ter Chi­un. He re­turns soon. He bids us to

    pre­pare for the wed­ding of the white Mas­ter, Re­mo, and the maid­en called Mah-​Li.”




    Mah-​Li’s hands flew to her throat in sur­prise. “Re­mo,” she breathed. “And what word from

    him?”




    Old Pullyang shook his head. “None.”




    Mah-​Li knit her smooth brow. “None. No mes­sage for me?”




    “The Mas­ter wrote, not Re­mo.”




    “Oh,” said Mah-​Li, her face cloud­ing. “It is not like Re­mo. You do not think he has

    changed his mind, do you, Pullyang? Af­ter all, it has been a year since we last saw him.”




    “The Mas­ter Chi­un would not or­der the wed­ding prepa­ra­tions if the groom had changed

    his mind. Why would you say such a fool­ish thing, child?”




    “I do not know,” said Mah-​Li, drop­ping to her knees be­side Pullyang. With ner­vous

    fin­gers she picked at a clump of coarse grass. “It is just that ev­er since the pur­ple birds

    came to us in the night, my sleep has been trou­bled and I know not why.”




    “You are a child still. And chil­dren are of­ten sub­ject to strange fears,” Pullyang said

    ten­der­ly.




    “You your­self called them a bad omen, Pullyang. What did you mean by that?”




    And be­cause Pullyang did not him­self know, he shrugged and tried to look sage. He took a

    long draw from his pipe and hoped that Mah-​Li would not press the point.




    “I think you were right about their be­ing a bad omen,” said Mah-​Li af­ter a time.




    “They are gone,” said Pullyang.




    Mah-​Li looked up in­to the morn­ing sky. It was gray and trou­bled. “I know, but my dreams

    tell me that they will be back.” And she fold­ed her arms and shiv­ered.


  




  

    Chapter 21




    The USS Harlequin broke the slate wa­ters of the West Ko­rea Bay and set­tled in the trough

    of a wave. Wa­ter crashed over the sub­ma­rine’s hull and ran out the deck gun­wales.




    Sailors popped open a hatch and set about in­flat­ing a col­lapsi­ble rub­ber raft. When

    they had it in­flat­ed, one called down the hatch, “All set on deck, sir. “




    Re­mo came up first. The moon was high, a cres­cent moon that shed lit­tle il­lu­mi­na­tion.

    Re­mo saw the Horns of Wel­come jut­ting up from the shore. They framed the low hill on which

    the House of the Mas­ters stood, like some ar­cane em­blem of an­tiq­ui­ty. But to Re­mo the

    for­bid­ding sight was a hap­py one.




    He called down the hatch, “Shake a leg, Chi­un. We’re home. “




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s head emerged like a squir­rel peer­ing from its hole. “Do not rush

    me, Re­mo. I am an old man. I will not hur­ry just be­cause you are in heat.”




    “I am not in heat,” said Re­mo, tak­ing Chi­un by one el­bow as he clam­bered out of the

    hatch.




    The sailors were low­er­ing the raft in­to the wa­ter. “Bet­ter hur­ry, gen­tle­men,” one of

    them called. “These seas are run­ning high.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un climbed down the sub­ma­rine hull un­til they were safe­ly on the raft. Two

    crew­men manned oars. There was an out­board mo­tor but it was not used be­cause of the fear

    that the sound would at­tract North Ko­re­an pa­trol craft and cre­ate an in­ter­na­tion­al

    in­ci­dent.




    The raft got go­ing.




    “Sure seems strange to come back with­out any gold, huh, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo said

    qui­et­ly.




    “Do not re­mind me of my fail­ure,” Chi­un said mo­rose­ly.




    “I was just mak­ing small talk. Why are you on my case? You haven’t said a civ­il word all

    the way across the Pa­cif­ic.”




    “If my scrolls are miss­ing, it will be your fault.”




    “Christ, Chi­un. I told you and told you. I did not leave the door un­locked.”




    “We will see,” warned Chi­un.




    The raft bumped one of the nat­ural stone break­ers that jut­ted from the Sinan­ju beach,

    and Re­mo stepped out to help Chi­un on­to the slick tum­ble of rock.




    “Thanks,” Re­mo told the sailors.




    “Do not say thanks,” said Chi­un. “Tip them.”




    “I don’t have any mon­ey, re­mem­ber?”




    Chi­un told the sailors, “You may keep this per­son if you wish, in place of a prop­er tip.

    He is not of much use, but per­haps you can put him to work peel­ing pota­toes.”




    “Next time, guys,” Re­mo said. And the raft shoved off. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju strode from

    the bleak rocks to the stretch of sandy beach. He looked around him, his face un­read­able.




    “At least I am home, where I am re­spect­ed by my peo­ple,” he said solemn­ly.




    “You’ve got a short mem­ory, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “No, it is my vil­lagers who have short mem­ories. In the past, they thought well of you

    be­cause you had agreed to care for the vil­lage and up­hold its tra­di­tions when I am gone.

    But a full year has passed. Their mem­ory of your promis­es has fad­ed from their hard­work­ing

    minds. In­stead, they will re­mem­ber the great ac­com­plish­ments of Chi­un, who has brought

    new glo­ry to their lives.”




    “We’ll soon know, be­cause I see peo­ple com­ing now.” A small group of vil­lagers stum­bled

    down to the beach. Re­mo rec­og­nized old Pullyang in the lead.




    “Pullyang will know if there has been a prob­lem,” Re­mo said con­fi­dent­ly.




    “Yes,” agreed Chi­un. “Pullyang will know.” He closed his eyes and stuck out his hand so

    that his wor­ship­ful vil­lagers could kiss it as they sang ado­ra­tions. In a mo­ment, he

    heard the tra­di­tion­al Ko­re­an words in all their glo­ry.




    “Hail, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, 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.”




    But his hand re­mained cool, un­warmed by ador­ing touch­es.




    “Cut it out,” com­plained Re­mo. “You’re drool­ing all over my hand. Chi­un, how do you get

    them to stop?”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s hazel eyes blazed open. The sight was a shock to his aged heart.

    There were the vil­lagers-​his peo­ple-​clus­tered about Re­mo, kiss­ing his hands and

    of­fer­ing him the tra­di­tion­al greet­ing.




    Chi­un stamped a san­daled foot. A near­by bar­na­cled rock split and fell in two sec­tions.

    Chi­un yelled in Ko­re­an. “He is not Mas­ter yet! I am still Mas­ter! I, Chi­un. Do you hear

    me? You, Pullyang, speak to me. Has there been any trou­ble since last you wrote? Is the

    trea­sure safe?”




    “Yes,” said Pullyang, scur­ry­ing to fall at Chi­un’s feet. “And are my scrolls still in

    their rest­ing places?”




    “Yes, O Mas­ter,” said Pullyang.




    “Pullyang de­sert­ed his post,” said a pinch-​faced wom­an, run­ning to Chi­un’s side. “He

    fled when the dev­il herons came.”




    “Herons?” asked Chi­un, not un­der­stand­ing.




    Pullyang threw him­self at Chi­un’s feet. “I on­ly left to call the vil­lagers back af­ter

    they fled the com­ing of the pur­ple birds. They had all de­sert­ed the vil­lage for the hills.

    I went af­ter them when the birds were gone.”




    “You left the House of the Mas­ters un­guard­ed!” shrieked Chi­un.




    “For min­utes on­ly,” protest­ed Pullyang.




    “Min­utes! An em­pire can fall in sec­onds.”




    “No harm was done,” Pullyang promised. “I ex­am­ined the door. It was locked.”




    “Did you en­ter?”




    “No, I would have had to break the door. That is for­bid­den.”




    “Not when it as­sures that all my prop­er­ty is safe. Come, Re­mo, we must see to the

    trea­sure.”




    “What’s the rush?” Re­mo said testi­ly. “If it’s gone, it’s gone. The trail won’t get any

    cold­er. I want to see Mah-​Li. Why isn’t she here?”




    “Do not be a com­plete fool. It is for­bid­den for you to see her. You are to be

    mar­ried.”




    “What does that have to do with any­thing?” asked Re­mo.




    “The bride is al­ways placed in seclu­sion be­fore she is wed. It is tra­di­tion­al in this

    coun­try. You will see her at the cer­emo­ny. “




    “When? Next year?”




    “No, to­mor­row. The wed­ding is sched­uled for to­mor­row,” snapped Chi­un. “Now, are you

    com­ing?”




    “To­mor­row? Re­al­ly, Chi­un? No tricks?”




    “No tricks. Now, will you come?”




    “I’m with you,” said Re­mo.




    At the door to the House of the Mas­ters, Chi­un ex­am­ined the wood with a crit­ical

    eye.




    “There,” said Re­mo. “It’s still sealed.”




    “We shall see,” replied Chi­un, press­ing the top pan­els, which re­leased the in­ner locks.

    Then he re­moved the bot­tom pan­el, un­did the dow­el, and pushed the door open.




    Re­mo fol­lowed him in. Old Pullyang lit ta­pers on the floor. Light swelled in the main

    room, re­veal­ing stacks of gold and trea­sure sur­round­ing the low teak throne of the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju.




    “The trea­sure’s still here,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “There is more than one trea­sure of Sinan­ju,” sniffed Chi­un, step­ping in­to the next

    room, where his steam­er trunks re­posed. Chi­un fell up­on these and snapped open each lid

    un­til all sev­en­teen dis­played their con­tents.




    “Looks fine to me,” said Re­mo.




    “Some­one has been in here,” Chi­un said soft­ly.




    “Says who?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Say I. Look,” Chi­un said, lift­ing pinched fin­gers to Re­mo’s nose.




    Re­mo looked. Some­thing like a sil­ver thread hung from Chi­un’s fin­ger­tips.




    “A hair,” he said. “So what?”




    “Not just any hair, but the hair of the Mas­ter Wang.”




    “Wang?”




    “Yes, it is cus­tom­ar­ily stretched across the re­cep­ta­cle of the old­est, most sa­cred

    scrolls of Sinan­ju and an­chored at ei­ther end by the sali­va of the cur­rent Mas­ter. It is

    an hon­ored Sinan­ju tra­di­tion.”




    “I think it’s got­ten around since then,” Re­mo said dry­ly.




    “It lay loose, not an­chored.”




    “Maybe it came loose on its own,” sug­gest­ed Re­mo.




    “The ad­he­sive pow­er of Sinan­ju Mas­ters’ sali­va is leg­endary,” said Chi­un. “This hair

    was pushed aside by an in­trud­ing hand. I must count my scrolls to see if any are miss­ing.

    Mean­while, it is your du­ty to in­ven­to­ry the trea­sure. “




    “And what shall I do, Mas­ter?” asked Pullyang.




    “You sit in the cor­ner, fac­ing the wall. Your care­less­ness may have cost Sinan­ju a

    price­less rel­ic. I will de­cide your pun­ish­ment lat­er.”




    “Hey, don’t be so hard on him,” said Re­mo. “It sounds like he had a good rea­son for

    go­ing.”




    Chi­un sim­ply glared at Re­mo.




    “Why don’t I check on the trea­sure?” Re­mo said, slip­ping out of the room.




    When Re­mo re­turned to re­port that the trea­sure seemed in­tact, Chi­un nod­ded

    ab­sent­ly.




    “It is as I thought,” he said. “Noth­ing was tak­en. Not trea­sure, not scrolls. But some of

    the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju have been read, for the rib­bons are not tied cor­rect­ly.”




    “What do you make of it?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Tulip has been here.”




    “Yeah, I guess we can as­sume that. Let’s get Pullyang’s sto­ry. “




    Old Pullyang squat­ted in a dark cor­ner of the House of the Mas­ters, his face to the

    wall.




    “Arise, wretch, and face your Mas­ter,” Chi­un com­mand­ed.




    Pullyang got to his feet and faced Re­mo. He trem­bled. “No, not him. I am Mas­ter here,”

    spat Chi­un. Pullyang turned like a dog. “Yes, Mas­ter.”




    “Your sto­ry,” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    And Pullyang bab­bled a long, con­vo­lut­ed tale of the dev­il herons which had come down

    from the stars be­cause poor old Pullyang had fool­ish­ly looked up at them. He told about

    their leath­ery pur­ple wings and their bale­ful green eyes and how they perched on the Horns

    of Wel­come, cast­ing no shad­ows, and how the vil­lagers fled their gaze. All but poor loy­al

    Pullyang, who wait­ed and wait­ed un­til at last the birds were gone and it was safe for the

    vil­lagers to re­turn. But the vil­lagers did not know that, and so Pullyang had to go and seek

    them out.




    “I was gone but a few min­utes,” he fin­ished piteous­ly.




    “In which di­rec­tion did these birds fly away?”




    “I did not no­tice, O Mas­ter.”




    “If they stared at you, and you at them, how could they de­part un­seen by you?” Chi­un

    de­mand­ed.




    “It may have been that I closed my eyes mo­men­tar­ily, for their gaze was aw­ful. It seemed

    to freeze my very soul. “




    Chi­un placed his hands on his hips and turned to Re­mo. “What do you make of his

    prat­tling?”




    “I don’t think they were herons, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Of course they were herons. This man knows herons when he sees them.”




    “They were too big for herons,” mut­tered Pullyang.




    “Then what were they?” chal­lenged Chi­un.




    “I do not know,” Pullyang qua­vered. “I have nev­er heard of birds such as these, even in

    tales of old.”




    “Nor have I. There­fore they must have been herons-​very large herons.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “He wasn’t de­scrib­ing herons. He was de­scrib­ing

    ptero­dactyls.”




    “I have nev­er heard of birds called that,” Chi­un coun­tered.




    “Ptero­dactyls aren’t birds,” said Re­mo in a strange voice. “They are lizards, I think. But

    they have wings, like bats.”




    “There is no such thing in all of Sinan­ju his­to­ry,” snapped Chi­un.




    “Were they like bats?” Re­mo asked Pullyang.




    “Their wings, yes. But they had heron-​de­mon faces. I did not know what they were.”




    “What­ev­er they were,” Re­mo said, “they sure didn’t sneak in­to this place while the

    vil­lagers were up in the hills. That means some­body sent them-​prob­ably to scare ev­ery­one

    off so he could slip in un­seen and go through your scrolls. “




    “There are no such birds as you de­scribe, Re­mo,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “I think Pullyang is

    mak­ing this up.”




    “Didn’t the vil­lagers ad­mit they saw the birds too?”




    “It is a con­spir­acy, then. The vil­lagers them­selves stole in to read the his­to­ries.

    And they will all be pun­ished,” added Chi­un, look­ing at Pullyang severe­ly.




    “I don’t think so,” said Re­mo.




    “I say again, there are no such crea­tures as this wretch de­scribes.”




    “That’s the weird part, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Ptero­dactyls don’t ex­ist any­more. They haven’t

    ex­ist­ed in mil­lions of years. They’re di­nosaurs. They all died out be­fore Sinan­ju came

    along. “




    “If that is so, how would you know of them?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    “I read about them when I was a kid. Ev­ery Amer­ican kid knows about ptero­dactyls and

    di­nosaurs.”




    “My an­ces­tors would have men­tioned such crea­tures if they ex­ist­ed,” said Chi­un with

    fi­nal­ity. “But just to be cer­tain, I will look through my his­to­ries for men­tion of these

    ter­ror­birds. How do you spell the name?”




    “Got me. But it starts with a P,” Re­mo said.




    “P?” sput­tered Chi­un. “You mean a T, do you not?”




    “No, it’s P, then T. The P is silent.”




    “You are mak­ing this up, aren’t you?”




    “No, hon­est,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    Turn­ing to Pullyang, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said, “Go. I will de­cide your fate

    lat­er.”




    Old Pullyang lost no time in find­ing his way out of the House of the Mas­ters.




    “If there’s noth­ing miss­ing,” Re­mo said af­ter some thought, “then there’s no re­al harm

    done.”




    “Yes, there is. Who­ev­er en­tered this dwelling knew how to work the locks. That is a

    se­cret re­served for Mas­ters of Sinan­ju on­ly.”




    “I didn’t do it,” protest­ed Re­mo.




    “Nor did I. “




    “Then who?”




    “I know not. But I will find out. Per­haps as ear­ly as the morn­ing. But for now, I am

    weary and re­quire sleep. To­mor­row will be a stress­ful day, for I must watch help­less­ly

    while the white up­on whom I have be­stowed the gift of Sinan­ju weds a maid­en he bare­ly

    knows.”




    “I’ll ig­nore that crack,” said Re­mo. “But on­ly be­cause I’m in a good mood.”




    “No doubt you would tell jokes at your own ex­ecu­tion.”


  




  

    Chapter 22




    He changed planes in Lon­don for a KAL flight to Seoul.




    He had been a Spaniard dur­ing the first leg of his jour­ney, with haughty Castil­ian

    fea­tures and an in­ner com­po­sure that made peo­ple hes­itate to in­trude up­on his thoughts.

    The sim­ulacrum kept the cou­ple oc­cu­py­ing the ad­join­ing seats from both­er­ing him with

    tourist chat­ter. For good mea­sure, he had held a pa­per­back book open on his lap, fo­cus­ing

    on it, but not read­ing. It kept the beast in­side of him un­der con­trol.




    The flight was un­event­ful.




    Phase One was com­plete. Re­mo and Chi­un were cut off from their Amer­ican em­ploy­er. They

    would nev­er again work for that coun­try.




    At the KAL counter he in­sist­ed up­on a win­dow seat. The tick­et girl was hap­py to

    oblige.




    “Here you are, Mr. . . .” She paused to look at the tick­et. “Mr. Nui­hc,” she said

    smil­ing­ly.




    “Thank you,” he said. His name was not Nui­hc. Nor was it Os­orio, the name he had used on

    the ear­li­er flight. Now he was a moon-​faced Ko­re­an, im­pas­sive and soft of voice. In the

    men’s room he checked him­self in the mir­ror. Even the mir­ror re­flect­ed the lie that was

    his face. Yes, it was a good face. No one would both­er him dur­ing the flight. And that was

    good, be­cause if the beast start­ed killing, it would kill them all, in­clud­ing the flight

    crew. And that would be sui­cide be­cause he did not know how to pi­lot the big air­lin­er.




    As it hap­pened, the seats next to him were emp­ty. He re­laxed. This was bet­ter than he

    had hoped. He shut his eyes and dozed.




    He awoke when the stew­ardess screamed.




    Smoke boiled from the for­ward gal­ley. Yel­low oxy­gen masks dropped from the over­head

    com­part­ments.




    A stew­ard in a neat uni­form grabbed a dry chem­ical ex­tin­guish­er from an over­head rack

    and doused the flames. Af­ter a few min­utes the cap­tain came over the in­ter­com and joked

    that he shouldn’t have turned off the no-​smok­ing signs so soon. He ex­plained that a

    mi­crowave in the gal­ley had short­ed and caught fire. An ac­ci­dent.




    “Mr. Nui­hc” did not think it was an ac­ci­dent. It must have been the beast, the beast

    in­side him that want­ed ev­ery­one on the plane dead. It had caused the short.




    He de­cid­ed not to sleep for the re­main­der of the flight. The blond wom­an came down the

    aisle af­ter lunch had been served. He had not no­ticed her dur­ing the pre­board­ing wait at

    Heathrow. She had been seat­ed in front. She was tall and ath­let­ic, her blond hair braid­ed

    in coils on ei­ther side of her wom­an­ly face. Her eyes were corn­flow­er blue, but as she

    passed down the aisle they shift­ed col­or like a tur­bu­lent sea, go­ing from blue to green

    and green to gray and back again.




    She led a small child-​who was prac­ti­cal­ly her im­age ex­cept for some resid­ual ba­by

    fat in the cheeks-​to the rest rooms at the rear of the air­craft.




    He rec­og­nized the moth­er, but not the lit­tle child, who was bun­dled up in a snow­suit

    and par­ka hood.




    Avert­ing his gaze, he gripped the seat arm­rests tight­ly. No, not now, he told him­self.

    Please, not now. This was too good, too per­fect. You can have her lat­er, beast. Not now.

    Lat­er. I promise. Lat­er.




    But the beast was rag­ing with­in him. It would have to be un­leashed. Be­low, the ocean

    sparkled. Des­per­ate­ly his eyes sought a tar­get, a re­lease for the un­stop­pable force

    build­ing with­in. An oil tanker slid in­to view. Per­fect. He fo­cused on it. Silent­ly, it

    went up in a ball of fire. The plane vi­brat­ed in the tur­bu­lence of the shock wave.




    The blond wom­an and the child passed him, clutch­ing the seats to keep their bal­ance.

    Sa­ti­at­ed, the beast al­lowed them to live.




    He closed his eyes tight­ly and kept them shut un­til the faint nat­ural scent of the wom­an

    passed him on the re­turn trip and he knew they were seat­ed and out of his line of sight.




    He re­laxed again.




    In Seoul he would hire a ve­hi­cle and see how far north the driv­er would take him. If

    nec­es­sary, he would walk across the de­mil­ita­rized zone. It would not be hard. He would

    walk all the way to his des­ti­na­tion if he had to. There was no rush. In North Ko­rea the

    beast would be fed. And there would be plen­ty of food for the beast with­in him, be­cause he

    knew that the tall wom­an’s ul­ti­mate des­ti­na­tion, like his own, was the vil­lage of

    Sinan­ju.


  




  

    Chapter 23




    Mah-​Li wept.




    She knelt in the mid­dle of the floor of her house, her eyes down­cast, re­gard­ing the

    bam­boo floor. Rice-​pa­per squares were past­ed over her eyes to in­hib­it her vi­sion. Her

    long black hair had been put up at the back of her neck and her face was pow­dered the

    tra­di­tion­al bridal white. Her tears soaked the rice pa­per and cut chan­nels through the

    face pow­der.




    “I long so to see my Re­mo,” she said.




    “Hush, child,” cau­tioned one of the el­der wom­en of the vil­lage, a crone name Yuli, as

    she re­paired the streaks in Mah-​Li’s make­up. “Cus­tom must be ob­served. You will see your

    hus­band to­mor­row at the wed­ding. You have wait­ed a year. Is one more night too much?”




    “I must know if he still loves me,” Mah-​Li said plain­tive­ly. “He did not write. He

    al­ways writes. What if he re­jects me? What if he has found a new lover in the land where he

    was born?”




    “Mas­ter Chi­un has pro­claimed that the wed­ding will take place to­mor­row. Is that not

    as­sur­ance enough? Think up­on your for­tune, to mar­ry the fu­ture Mas­ter of the vil­lage.

    That he is white is not im­por­tant. Af­ter all, you are an or­phan. You would have no dowry

    with­out Mas­ter Chi­un, and no prospects for mar­riage.”




    Mah-​Li bowed her head low. Not in shame, but be­cause cus­tom de­mand­ed a bride-​to-​be

    feign hu­mil­ity on the night be­fore her wed­ding.




    “I know,” she said.




    “A year ago you were Mah-​Li, the or­phan. To­mor­row at this time you will be Mah-​Li, the

    next Mas­ter’s wife.”




    “I know,” re­peat­ed Mah-​Li. “But a feel­ing of dread has come over me ev­er since the

    pur­ple birds came. Some­thing clutch­es at my heart. I know not what it is. I wish Re­mo were

    here.”




    “He is not far. Think on that. I must go now.”




    Af­ter Yuli had gone, Mah-​Li tried to keep the rice-​pa­per squares in place over her eyes,

    but she could not. Her tears had soaked in­to the flour ad­he­sive.




    Mah-​Li did not hear the foot­steps ap­proach the house. The door was not locked, be­cause

    in Sinan­ju or­di­nary homes were nev­er locked. Out of the cor­ner of her eye Mah-​Li saw the

    door open, and she caught a glimpse of a tall fig­ure.




    Her in­drawn breath was quick and sharp. Re­mo she told her­self. But why had he come? It

    was against tra­di­tion for the groom to in­vade the bride’s quar­ters be­fore the

    wed­ding.




    Mah-​Li kept her eyes riv­et­ed to the floor. Her pe­riph­er­al vi­sion told her that the

    man was white. It must be Re­mo. There were no oth­er whites in all of Sinan­ju, and no whites

    in all the world, so far as Mah-​Li knew, who walked with the soft cat-​padding step of a

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Mah-​Li’s heart pound­ed with­in her, wild and un­cer­tain. What­ev­er Re­mo want­ed, she

    de­cid­ed, it was up to him to speak first. Even if it was to tell her that he no longer

    want­ed to mar­ry Mah-​Li, poor Mah-​Li, the or­phan.




    Mah-​Li closed her liq­uid eyes and held her breath, wait­ing.


  




  

    Chapter 24




    Re­mo Williams awoke to the sound of im­pa­tient clap­ping. “Up, up, lazy one,” barked the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Would you sleep through your wed­ding day?”




    “Oww, not so close to my ear, okay, Chi­un? I’d like to be able to hear the cer­emo­ny.”

    Re­mo sat up on his sleep­ing mat, blink­ing the sleep from his eyes. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    stood dressed in a flow­ing white jack­et over white cot­ton trousers. He wore a black

    stovepipe hat on his near­ly hair­less head. It was tied un­der his chin with string.




    “What are you sup­posed to be?” Re­mo asked, get­ting up.




    “The fa­ther of the groom,” snapped Chi­un, turn­ing to rum­mage through a pile of clothes

    heaped on a tata­mi mat. “But per­haps if I stand in the back dur­ing the cer­emo­ny, no one

    will rec­og­nize me.”




    “Very fun­ny,” said Re­mo. “What’s that stuff?”




    “Your wed­ding gar­ments.”




    “There’s enough cloth in this pile to out­fit the Bol­shoi Bal­let. I can’t wear all

    that.”




    “These are the wed­ding vest­ments of past Mas­ters,” said Chi­un, hold­ing up a

    green-​and-​blue cos­tume that might have suit­ed a geisha girl. “We must find one that will

    fit you.”




    “This isn’t ex­act­ly my style,” com­ment­ed Re­mo, ex­am­in­ing the cloth. It was pure

    silk.




    “You have no style. But with the prop­er gar­ments that sad fact might go un­no­ticed long

    enough for you to get through the cer­emo­ny. Ah, here is a wor­thy one.”




    Re­mo took the of­fered gar­ment.




    “Very col­or­ful,” he said dry­ly. “In fact, I don’t think there’s a sin­gle col­or in

    ex­is­tence not on this thing. Hm­mm, wait a minute, I don’t see puke yel­low. Oh, here it is,

    in the shape of a cat. See? Un­der the left armpit.”




    “That is a bad­ger,” snapped Chi­un, rip­ping the cloth from Re­mo’s hand and toss­ing it

    on­to a sec­ond pile. “And you are ob­vi­ous­ly not wor­thy to dress in the gar­ment I wore at

    my wed­ding.”




    “That was yours?” said Re­mo, dumb­found­ed.




    “Try this one. It be­longed to Mas­ter Ku. “




    “I’ve nev­er looked right in snake­skin,” protest­ed Re­mo. “Be­sides, this would just about

    fit a midget if he didn’t but­ton it.”




    “That is ex­act­ly the prob­lem,” said Chi­un, throw­ing the gar­ment of the Mas­ter Ku

    on­to the sec­ond pile. “All past Mas­ters of Sinan­ju have been prop­er­ly sized. You, on the

    oth­er hand, are a big clod-​foot­ed freak. None of these will fit you.”




    “How about if I go as I am?” sug­gest­ed Re­mo, spread­ing his arms.




    Chi­un looked Re­mo up and down. Re­mo was dressed in the white T-​shirt and black slacks

    he’d worn to Sinan­ju. Chi­un made a sour face.




    “I will work some­thing out,” he said, re­turn­ing to the piles of clothes.




    Re­mo, see­ing that this was go­ing to take some time, as­sumed a lo­tus po­si­tion in the

    mid­dle of the floor and cupped his chin in his hands.




    “You don’t seem hap­py, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “I am not,” said Chi­un, tak­ing a frilly yel­low gar­ment and tear­ing off long strips.




    “I know you want­ed to stay in Amer­ica, work­ing for Smith. I know you’re not hap­py that

    I’m get­ting mar­ried, but couldn’t you, just for to­day, pre­tend my hap­pi­ness isn’t a

    con­spir­acy against your well-​be­ing? For me?”




    “For you, I will see that you are prop­er­ly at­tired for your wed­ding. Is that not

    enough?”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo in a light voice. “Why don’t you tell me about the wed­ding rit­ual? That

    pile of rags leads me to be­lieve I’m not be­ing pre­pared for a quick­ie civ­il cer­emo­ny.

    What do I do?”




    “Af­ter you have prop­er­ly dressed, you will go to the bride’s house rid­ing a suit­able

    steed. There you will meet and drink wine, and promise de­vo­tion to your bride, and she to

    you. It is a sim­ple rit­ual. Even a white could not mess it up.”




    “I can’t drink wine, you know that. The al­co­hol would short-​cir­cuit my sys­tem.”




    “I take back my rash words. You may be the ex­cep­tion that proves the rule. Nev­er mind, we

    will wor­ry about that part when we get to it. Ah, this one is good. It match­es your

    eyes.”




    “It looks like shit, col­or and tex­ture.”




    “Yes, your eyes ex­act­ly,” agreed Chi­un, wind­ing the cloth around Re­mo’s fore­head and

    ty­ing it off so that it near­ly ob­scured Re­mo’s vi­sion. He stepped back. “It is a

    be­gin­ning,” he said, and with his long fin­ger­nails he loos­ened the seams of a pair of

    green trousers. “Put these on,” he or­dered.




    Re­mo climbed in­to the green trousers.




    “The cuffs bare­ly cov­er my knees,” Re­mo com­plained. “I look like some twerp whose idea

    of a day at the beach is to go wad­ing up to his an­kles.”




    “I will take care of that. Stand still!” And kneel­ing, Chi­un wound strips of

    dif­fer­ent-​col­ored cloth around Re­mo’s bare calves with fu­ri­ous mo­tions.




    “Not so tight, huh?” Re­mo plead­ed.




    “Now the jack­et,” said Chi­un, of­fer­ing Re­mo a tiger­skin tu­nic.




    Re­mo held it up. “Too small,” he pro­nounced. “Try it.”




    Re­mo did. With­out re­mov­ing the T-​shirt, he slipped his arms in­to the tiger­skin

    jack­et. It smelled of must. When he got it on, he tried to close it in front with

    loop-​and-​but­ton fas­ten­ers.




    “No, do not strain it,” warned Chi­un. “It is fine just like that.”




    Re­mo turned. Be­hind a tapestry was a gold-​framed mir­ror. Re­mo swept the tapestry aside

    and looked at his re­flec­tion.




    “No way,” he said firm­ly. “I look like Elvis Pres­ley as a bag la­dy. “




    “I am sure her wed­ding gar­ment was equal­ly mem­orable,” Chi­un pro­nounced hap­pi­ly.




    “I’m not go­ing to be mar­ried dressed like this.”




    “If you would pre­fer to have a wed­ding vest­ment made spe­cial­ly for you, that could be

    ar­ranged. But we would have to post­pone the wed­ding two, per­haps three, weeks.”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “Okay. But on­ly be­cause you might change your mind if I wait any

    longer. What’s next?”




    A timid knock­ing came from the out­er door. “En­ter,” pro­claimed Chi­un.




    A dirty-​faced boy rushed up to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and tugged on his trousers. Chi­un

    bent an ear and the boy whis­pered.




    “Ex­cel­lent, thank you,” said Chi­un, shoo­ing the boy off.




    “What’s the se­cret word?” asked Re­mo when the boy was gone.




    “I am in­formed that wed­ding guests have ar­rived.”




    “Must be your rel­atives. I don’t have any.”




    “Do not be so cer­tain,” said Chi­un.




    “What’s that sup­posed to mean?”




    “It means that it is time for the wed­ding feast.”




    “Now? This ear­ly?”




    “This ear­ly? This ear­ly?” said Chi­un, his hazel eyes blaz­ing. “For a year you have

    carped and com­plained, com­plained and kvetched, be­cause you can­not get mar­ried. Now that

    the day has come, you re­coil as from a ser­pent’s tongue. We can call it off if that is your

    wish. I would be shamed for­ev­er, but it could be done.”




    “Now, I’m not try­ing to call it off, it’s just . . . it’s just…”




    “Yes? “




    “Well, af­ter a year of your stalling, it seems strange that you’re sud­den­ly rush­ing me

    in­to this.”




    “Who is rush­ing?” said Chi­un, push­ing Re­mo out of the room. “Come, your steed

    awaits.”




    Re­mo, trail­ing loose strips of cloth, fol­lowed Chi­un to the throne room of the House of

    the Mas­ters. Out­side, a bul­lock was up­root­ing stones with his nose.




    “I thought you said a suit­able steed,” Re­mo said, look­ing at the bul­lock.




    “Nor­mal­ly it is a pony,” ex­plained Chi­un. “But if you mount­ed one of our del­icate

    Ko­re­an ponies, you would break its spine. This is the next best thing.”




    Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo climbed on­to the bul­lock’s bowed back. The bul­lock moaned a low

    protest.




    “I don’t think he’s used to be­ing rid­den,” said Re­mo. “It is just a short ride. Now, sit

    still, and what­ev­er you do, do not fall off.”




    “Tell that to the bul­lock.”




    And Chi­un took up the aza­lea-​gar­land­ed rope and led the bul­lock down in­to the

    vil­lage, cry­ing, “Come all, come all, the day of the wed­ding of Re­mo the Fair is at hand.

    Come to the house of Mah-​Li.”




    “You sound like the town crier,” Re­mo whis­pered, try­ing to keep his bal­ance. He no­ticed

    that Chi­un car­ried some­thing un­der one arm. It was a wood­en duck.




    “Go­ing duck hunt­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    “The duck is part of the cer­emo­ny. Among my peo­ple, the duck is ven­er­at­ed as a sym­bol

    of mar­ital fi­deli­ty. Fi­deli­ty is very im­por­tant in a mar­riage. We val­ue it high­ly.

    “




    “Thank you, Dr. Ruth.”




    Out of the peak-​roofed hous­es of Sinan­ju, men, wom­en, and chil­dren poured out in the

    bul­lock’s wake. They laughed and danced and sang. Most­ly they laughed, Re­mo no­ticed. And

    they point­ed. At him.




    “You know, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo whis­pered terse­ly, “if I didn’t know bet­ter, I’d say

    they’re all laugh­ing at me.”




    “Who wouldn’t laugh at a too-​tall white man dressed like a raga­muf­fin and rid­ing a

    bul­lock,” said Chi­un smug­ly.




    “You’re do­ing this on pur­pose,” hissed Re­mo. “You’re try­ing to make me a

    laugh­ing­stock. “




    “No, you are a laugh­ing­stock. I did not make you.” Re­mo al­most lost his bal­ance as the

    bul­lock picked its way down to the shore road, which led to the house of MahLi on the

    out­skirts of the vil­lage.




    “What’s the deal here, Chi­un? You’re still jeal­ous that the vil­lagers are pay­ing too

    much at­ten­tion to me, so you dress me up like a clown to take me down a peg in their eyes.

    Honk if I’m get­ting warm.”




    “Would I do that to you, and on your wed­ding day?”




    “You’d do it to me at my freak­ing fu­ner­al if it served your pur­pos­es.”




    “Hush,” warned Chi­un. “We are near­ly to the house of your bride. Try to com­pose

    your­self. You have the pleas­ant ex­pres­sion of a pig stuck in a tree.”




    Re­mo took a deep breath. It felt hot in his throat. Here it is, he thought to him­self, my

    wed­ding day and I look like Bo­zo the Clown. Be­hind him, the vil­lagers of Sinan­ju formed a

    ragged noisy line like rev­el­ers at a Mar­di Gras.




    “Hold,” said Chi­un in a voice loud enough to car­ry in­to South Ko­rea. The bul­lock

    snort­ed and stopped at the court­yard of Mah-​Li’s mod­est hut.




    Two Sinan­ju maid­ens dressed in fin­ery stood on ei­ther side of Mah-​Li’s door and bowed

    as Re­mo dis­mount­ed clum­si­ly.




    “What do I do now?” Re­mo whis­pered to Chi­un.




    “Go and bow to the ta­ble three times,” he said. “And try not to trip over your big feet.

    “




    “I’m ner­vous,” Re­mo whis­pered, his heart pound­ing. The court­yard was dec­orat­ed with

    long rice-​pa­per strips on which Ko­re­an wish­es of good for­tune were marked in black ink. A

    wood­en ta­ble stood in the mid­dle of the court­yard. A bot­tle of wine had been placed

    be­tween a plate of ju­jube fruit and an emp­ty bowl.




    Re­mo bowed three times be­fore the ta­ble. “Now what?” he asked Chi­un.




    “Stand still. If that is pos­si­ble.”




    Off to one side, Re­mo saw a stack of gold in­gots. MahLi’s dowry-​a gift from Chi­un. It

    was the fi­nal CURE pay­ment made to Chi­un, one year ago, by Harold Smith.




    “Where is she?” asked Re­mo, look­ing around.




    “Hush,” said Chi­un.




    The two brides­maids in blue-​and-​white ki­monos opened the hut door. Mah-​Li, at­tired in

    a splen­did bridal cos­tume of red silk, emerged from with­in. The bride­maids es­cort­ed her

    to the ta­ble and Mah-​Li stood, her head bowed as if in shame.




    The wed­ding par­ty gath­ered around. Those who could not fit in­to the court­yard peered in

    from out­side the lit­tle gate. There was some snick­er­ing among the solemn faces.




    “Look at her, Chi­un,” Re­mo whis­pered. “She’s ashamed of me. How could you do this to

    her?”




    “Ko­re­an maid­ens al­ways stand mod­est­ly be­fore their hus­bands-​to-​be. It is our way.

    Now, go and stand with her.” Re­mo went around the ta­ble and the bride lift­ed her face. Once

    again Re­mo felt that stab of de­sire in his stom­ach. The face star­ing back at him was

    ra­di­ant with a youth­ful in­no­cence. Her dark eyes were haunt­ing.




    “Hel­lo, kid,” Re­mo breathed. “Long time no see.” Re­mo was re­ward­ed by a shy smile and

    down­cast eyes. Of­fi­cious­ly Chi­un stepped up to the cou­ple and waved the brides­maids

    back. Tak­ing a long strip of white cloth, he bound Re­mo’s wrist to those of Mah-​Li.




    “I bind their hands, this man and this wom­an, to sig­ni­fy that they are for­ev­er

    unit­ed.”




    Chi­un faced the au­di­ence, his hands raised as if in in­vo­ca­tion. Re­mo no­ticed that

    his bird­like eyes searched the crowd wor­ried­ly.




    “As the fa­ther of the groom, not by blood, but by ties of Sinan­ju, I here­by ac­cept the

    dowry of Mah-​Li,” Chi­un pro­claimed ges­tur­ing to the stacks of gold in­gots.




    The old pi­rate, thought Re­mo. Af­ter all that, he ends up with Smith’s gold any­way.




    “Now all that re­mains is to join these two in wed­lock,” said Chi­un, who Re­mo saw was up

    on tip­toe, try­ing to see over the heads of the wed­ding au­di­ence. Chi­un’s face wrin­kled

    con­cerned­ly. “Now all that re­mains is to join these two in wed­lock,” he re­peat­ed in a

    loud­er voice. The crowd fid­get­ed. Chi­un pressed on. “But first, I must speak of what it

    means to be mar­ried. Be­ing a hus­band, like be­ing a wife, means de­vo­tion to spouse. But

    un­like in cer­tain bar­bar­ian coun­tries, it re­quires more than a spouse to make a fam­ily.

    Or a hap­py mar­riage. Oth­ers should be con­sid­ered. Es­pe­cial­ly the el­der rel­atives of

    the mar­ried cou­ple. Some peo­ple, in some lands,” said Chi­un, eye­ing Re­mo close­ly, “think

    that mar­riage means leav­ing their fam­ilies. Not in Ko­rea. Not in Sinan­ju. Here, when a man

    takes his bride, both are wel­comed in­to the groom’s fam­ily, mak­ing for a larg­er, hap­pi­er

    fam­ily. Let us not, be­cause we see this day a new era dawn­ing in our vil­lage, aban­don the

    old for the new. “




    “Pssst,” hissed Re­mo. “I get the mes­sage, okay? Can we wind this up?”




    “Cast the old for the tried and true,” added Chi­un, pleased that he had made part of his

    speech rhyme. His neck bobbed this way and that, scan­ning the stol­id faces of the wed­ding

    par­ty.




    “By cus­tom, the groom will spend the next three days here, in the bride’s house,” Chi­un

    went on dis­tract­ed­ly. “At the end of the third day, the new­ly­weds will be ob­li­gat­ed to

    come and live in the house of the male line. Be­cause the groom is from a for­eign land and not

    one of us by birth, I will now ask him to agree to our hon­ored cus­tom. “




    And Chi­un turned to face Re­mo, grin­ning like a cat. “Yes,” Re­mo said, brit­tle-​voiced.

    Un­der his breath he added, “You al­ways get your way, don’t you?”




    “On­ly when it counts,” Chi­un an­swered, turn­ing his back on the bride and groom so that

    he again faced the wed­ding par­ty. Re­mo saw his shoul­ders lift, a sure sign of a deep breath

    and the be­gin­ning of an­oth­er long-​wind­ed or­ato­ry. Re­mo won­dered if Chi­un in­tend­ed

    to stretch the cer­emo­ny over the whole three-​day hon­ey­moon.




    Abrupt­ly Chi­un turned to face them again.




    “I now ask the bride to say that she ac­cepts the groom.” Re­mo heard, for the first time

    since he had re­turned to Sinan­ju, Mah-​Li’s sweet voice whis­per a breathy, “Yes.”




    “I now ask the groom,” in­toned Chi­un, “if he ac­cepts the maid­en as his bride, to­day and

    for­ev­er.”




    “I do,” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un faced the crowd one last time. He raised his hands so that the sleeves of his

    cos­tume fell back, ex­pos­ing spindly arms.




    “I now ask those as­sem­bled here to wit­ness this mar­riage. And be­fore I pro­nounce them

    wed, I fur­ther ask if there is any­one present who ob­jects to the join­ing of these two.

    “




    The crowd gasped with one voice. Such a ques­tion had nev­er be­fore been asked at a

    Sinan­ju wed­ding. Was it some strange Amer­ican cus­tom? How were they to re­spond? The

    mem­bers of the wed­ding par­ty looked at one an­oth­er blankly.




    And through the crowd, a tiny face pushed out from be­tween the legs of Pullyang, caus­ing

    the old vil­lage care­tak­er to cack­le with sur­prise. Tiny brown eyes fixed on Re­mo Williams

    and widened sud­den­ly.




    “Dad­dy, Dad­dy!” a child­ish voice said, a smile break­ing over a cheru­bic face.




    Re­mo blinked. A tiny fig­ure bun­dled in a blue snow­suit tod­dled up and wrapped stub­by

    arms around his right leg. “What’s this?” Re­mo asked awk­ward­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hurled the wood­en duck to the ground, caus­ing its head to snap

    off. He clapped his hands once, sharply.




    “There has been a mis­take,” he pro­claimed. “This man is not pure. I de­clare this

    mar­riage in­valid be­cause the groom is not a vir­gin.”




    “Not a . . .” sput­tered Re­mo. “Since when is that news? “




    “The bride did not know,” said Chi­un. “On­ly one who is pure in mind and body may take a

    Sinan­ju maid­en to wive. Re­mo, I am ashamed of you for lead­ing her to be­lieve oth­er­wise

    when the proof of your un­chaste be­hav­ior clings to your leg for all to see.”




    Re­mo turned. “Mah-​Li, I don’t know what this is all about,” he said, anx­ious­ly.

    “Hon­est.”




    “You do not?” a wom­an’s crisp voice asked from the crowd.




    Re­mo’s head snapped around. The voice. It was fa­mil­iar. Stand­ing at the front of the

    crowd, draped in a for­est-​green cloak, was a tall blond wom­an with coils of hair on ei­ther

    side of her face. Her eyes shone an an­gry green, and then dark­ened to a flat un­friend­ly

    gray.




    “Jil­da!” gasped Re­mo.


  




  

    Chapter 25




    It had all hap­pened so fast that Re­mo Williams was par­alyzed by sur­prise.




    Jil­da of Lak­lu­un stood be­fore him, throw­ing back her long cloak to re­veal a Viking

    war­rior cos­tume of leather and chain mail. She wore a short dag­ger clipped to her belt.




    “How?” Re­mo sput­tered. “I mean, hi! Uh, what are you do­ing here?”




    “Be­fore you wed this wom­an,” Jil­da said fros­ti­ly, “you should look up­on your child.

    Then if it is your wish to wed, so be it. “




    Re­mo looked down. Trou­bled brown eyes stared up at him. The child hugged Re­mo’s leg

    tight­ly.




    Re­mo looked up, his face strick­en. “Mine?”




    Jil­da of Lak­lu­un nod­ded severe­ly. “Ours.” Re­mo turned to his be­trothed. “Mah-​Li, I .

    . .”




    But she was no longer stand­ing there. Re­mo saw that the white strips of cloth that had

    bound their wrists to­geth­er dan­gled loose­ly from his arm. And the door to Mah-​Li’s house

    slammed shut af­ter a scar­let train of silk.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped to Re­mo’s side and lift­ed the child from Re­mo’s leg. He

    faced the wed­ding au­di­ence, hold­ing the child above his head with both hands:




    “Do not feel sad, my peo­ple. For al­though no wed­ding will take place on this day, be­hold

    the son of my adopt­ed son by the war­rior wom­an Jil­da of Lak­lu­un!”




    The peo­ple of Sinan­ju start­ed to cheer. But the cheer­ing died in their throats.




    “White,” they whis­pered. “It is white. Are no Ko­re­ans ev­er again to take

    re­spon­si­bil­ity for our lit­tle vil­lage?” Re­mo stepped in front of Chi­un:




    “You did this,” he said. “You told Jil­da about the wed­ding.”




    Chi­un stepped around Re­mo so the au­di­ence could see the child, who stared wide-​eyed and

    un­com­pre­hend­ing at the wed­ding par­ty.




    “Lat­er,” he hissed. “This is the cru­cial mo­ment. The vil­lage must ac­cept your son as

    Sinan­ju.”




    “What am I go­ing to tell Mah-​Li?” Re­mo said hot­ly.




    “She will find an­oth­er. Mah-​Li is young; her heart is re­silient. Now, be silent!” Again

    Chi­un ad­dressed the crowd. “You call this child white,” he cried. “It is white-​now. But

    with­in a year he will be less white. In five, you will not be able to tell him from a vil­lage

    child. And in twen­ty, he will be Sinan­ju in mind and body and soul.”




    “His eyes are round,” a boy said.




    “He will grow out of it,” in­sist­ed Chi­un. “Al­ready the sun source burns with­in him.

    Af­ter Mas­ter Chi­un, there will be Mas­ter Re­mo. And af­ter Mas­ter Re­mo, there will be

    this one, Mas­ter . . . What is his name?” he asked Jil­da from the side of his mouth.




    “Freya, daugh­ter of Re­mo,” Jil­da said.




    “Freya, daugh­ter o-” Chi­un’s mouth froze on the open vow­el.




    The vil­lagers broke in­to howl­ing laugh­ter. They point­ed at the lit­tle girl and open­ly

    mocked Re­mo’s tat­tered fig­ure. Re­mo looked at Freya, at Jil­da, and again at Freya. He

    mouthed the ques­tion: Daugh­ter? Jil­da nod­ded.




    Abrupt­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hand­ed the child to her moth­er, his face bit­ter. He

    wad­ed in­to the crowd.




    “Away! Away with you all! What fol­lows here is not for the ears of com­mon vil­lagers.”




    Re­luc­tant­ly the vil­lage peo­ple start­ed to drift off. Cu­rios­ity slowed their feet.

    But at an an­gry ex­hor­ta­tion from Mas­ter Chi­un, they broke and ran. The Mas­ter was

    be­side him­self with fury. They un­der­stood it was not safe to re­main.




    Chi­un wait­ed un­til the last flop of san­daled feet had fad­ed from hear­ing. He faced

    Re­mo and Jil­da.




    “You tricked me!” Re­mo said.




    “And me,” added Jil­da. “Your let­ter told me noth­ing about a wed­ding. On­ly that my

    pres­ence was ur­gent­ly re­quired.”




    Chi­un dis­missed their com­plaints with flap­ping hands. “Triv­ia! I will not hear of it!

    Do you not re­al­ize what has hap­pened here?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly. “You ru­ined my life.”




    “Your life! Your life! What about mine? I am shamed. You are shamed. We are all shamed.”




    “What have I to feel shame for?” asked Jil­da, pat­ting Freya’s head. Fright­ened by

    Chi­un’s stri­dent voice, the lit­tle girl had buried her face in Jil­da’s shoul­der.




    “For this!” said Chi­un, pulling back the hood of Freya’s snow­suit. It came off like a

    golf-​club cov­er, re­veal­ing hair like new gold.




    Re­mo and Jil­da looked at Chi­un blankly.




    See­ing their ex­pres­sions, Chi­un stamped a foot and spoke his shame aloud, which on­ly

    made it worse. “A fe­male. The first­born of my adopt­ed son, the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, is

    a low­ly fe­male.”




    “So what?” said Re­mo.




    “Yes, so?” agreed Jil­da.




    Chi­un pulled at the hair tufts over his ears in frus­tra­tion. “So what! So what! She is

    use­less. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju have al­ways been male.”




    “I have not giv­en per­mis­sion that this child be en­tered in­to Sinan­ju train­ing,”

    Jil­da said firm­ly.




    “Your per­mis­sion is not need­ed,” snapped Chi­un. “This does not con­cern you, on­ly

    Re­mo, the child, and me.”




    “I am the child’s moth­er.”




    “Has she been weaned?”




    “Of course. She is near­ly four years old.”




    “That means your work is done. Re­mo is the fa­ther and I the grand­fa­ther-​in spir­it, of

    course. We make all de­ci­sions con­cern­ing the child’s fu­ture. But it does not mat­ter now.

    Ev­ery­one knows that fe­males are un­ed­uca­ble. Their bod­ies can­not han­dle Sinan­ju. They

    are good on­ly for cook­ing and breed­ing. In that or­der.”




    “Have you for­got­ten, old man, that I was the rep­re­sen­ta­tive of my peo­ple at your

    Mas­ter’s Tri­al? On­ly Re­mo and I sur­vived that or­deal. I am fe­male and a war­rior,

    too.”




    “A war­rior is not an as­sas­sin,” Chi­un spat. “My peo­ple will nev­er again look up­on us

    with re­spect. It is your fault, Re­mo. You gave this wom­an the wrong seed. You should have

    giv­en her a good male seed, not an in­fe­ri­or fe­male seed.”




    “I’m a fa­ther,” Re­mo said be­wil­dered­ly. He reached out to touch the lit­tle girl’s

    hair. It felt soft and fine.




    “You sound sur­prised,” snort­ed Chi­un. “You knew that she bore your seed when you and this

    wom­an part­ed af­ter the Mas­ter’s Tri­al.”




    “I asked that you not tell him,” Jil­da said ac­cus­ing­ly. “You promised to keep this child

    our se­cret.”




    “He had to know. The child bears the spir­it of Sinan­ju. Or at least I sup­posed it had.

    Why did you not tell me it was a fe­male?”




    “This is Re­mo’s child. The rest does not mat­ter.”




    And at that par­tic­ular piece of white im­be­cil­ity, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju threw up his

    hands.




    “I give up! I am ru­ined. Dis­graced. And no one un­der­stands. “




    But nei­ther Re­mo nor Jil­da was lis­ten­ing. Re­mo was stroking his daugh­ter’s head as

    Jil­da looked on ten­der­ly. The ten­sion seeped from her face, to be re­placed by a moth­er’s

    con­tent­ed pride.




    “Hi, there,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. “You don’t know me, but I’m your dad­dy.”




    Lit­tle Freya looked up. “Dad­dy,” she gig­gled, reach­ing for Re­mo’s face. “I missed

    you.”




    “May I?” Re­mo asked. Jil­da nod­ded.




    Re­mo took his child in his arms. She was heav­ier than he had ex­pect­ed. Freya had most of

    Jil­da’s fea­tures, but her face was rounder. Her eyes were as brown as Re­mo’s, but not as

    deeply set.




    “How could you miss me?” Re­mo asked. “You’ve nev­er met me be­fore to­day.”




    Freya hugged Re­mo’s neck. “Be­cause you’re my dad­dy,” she an­swered. “All lit­tle girls

    miss their dad­dies. Don’t they?”




    “Awww,” said Re­mo, hug­ging her tight­ly.




    “Ug­gh!” said Chi­un, turn­ing his back dis­dain­ful­ly.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, maybe you should go for a walk or some­thing,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “Jil­da

    and I have things to dis­cuss. “




    “If any­one wants me,” Chi­un mut­tered, “I will be com­mit­ting sui­cide. Not that any­one

    cares.” He strode up the shore path, his stovepipe hat rock­ing to his an­gry gait.




    Jil­da took Freya from Re­mo and placed her on the ground. “Play, child,” she bade her

    daugh­ter.




    “Why didn’t you tell me about her?” Re­mo asked, watch­ing Freya play­ing with the

    good-​luck stream­ers.




    “You know my rea­sons.”




    “I want to hear them from you.”




    “Af­ter the Mas­ter’s tri­al, when I knew that I car­ried your child, I un­der­stood that

    there could be no place for me in your life. Nor you in mine. I did not be­long in Sinan­ju. I

    could not be with you in Amer­ica. Your work is dan­ger­ous. You have many en­emies-​and one

    en­emy in par­tic­ular. I could not risk this child’s life. Keep­ing my own coun­sel was the

    on­ly way I knew to avoid our fac­ing an im­pos­si­ble choice.”




    “I al­most went af­ter you, you know.”




    “I would have fled,” Jil­da said.




    “But you’re here now,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “I re­ceived a let­ter from Mas­ter Chi­un, bid­ding me to come to Sinan­ju. I was told you

    were in dan­ger, and that on­ly my and our child’s pres­ence would save you.”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly. “From mat­ri­mo­ny.”




    “Do you love her?” Jil­da asked, nod­ding to­ward the closed door of Mah-​Li’s house.




    “I think so. I thought I did. See­ing you here again has me all con­fused. I thought we’d

    nev­er meet again. And now this.”




    “I, too, feel mixed emo­tions. See­ing you about to wed was like a sword slid­ing in­to my

    bel­ly. I hold you to no promis­es, Re­mo, for we made none to each oth­er. Your life is your

    own. As is mine.”




    “It’s dif­fer­ent now. I don’t work for Amer­ica. I’m plan­ning on set­tling here.”




    “Then per­haps it is time that we face the hard choic­es we fled from when last we were

    to­geth­er,” said Jil­da, smil­ing ten­ta­tive­ly.




    Im­pul­sive­ly Re­mo took her in his strong arms and kissed her. Freya broke out in bub­bly

    laugh­ter. “Mom­my and Dad­dy like each oth­er!” she said, clap­ping her hands with glee.




    “Let’s go for a walk,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “The three of us.”




    “What about her?” asked Jil­da.




    Re­mo shot a guilty glance at the house of Mah-​Li. “One in­sur­mount­able prob­lem at a

    time,” he said, reach­ing out to take Jil­da by one hand and Freya with the oth­er. It felt

    right some­how.


  




  

    Chapter 26




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat amid the splen­dor of his trea­sure. His parch­ment face was

    strained. Be­fore him the scrolls of Sinan­ju stood up­right in glazed celadon hold­ers. Chi­un

    went from one to an­oth­er, search­ing for guid­ance.




    There was no prece­dent in all the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju for such a thing. Nev­er be­fore

    had a Mas­ter failed to pro­duce a male on the first try. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, be­ing

    ab­so­lute mas­ters of their bod­ies, pos­sessed the abil­ity to pro­duce males at will. Re­mo

    had been taught the ex­er­cis­es that built up the male seed so that there was no chance for

    er­ror. But of course, Re­mo, be­ing lazy, had com­plained about the ex­er­cis­es.




    And now this. Chi­un hoped to dis­cov­er guid­ance in the writ­ings of his an­ces­tors.

    Per­haps the child should be sac­ri­ficed to the sea, as was done in past times when the

    vil­lage was with­out suf­fi­cient food. The in­fants were drowned in the cold wa­ters of

    Sinan­ju har­bor.




    But there was no record of that ev­er be­ing done with the off­spring of the Mas­ters.

    Per­haps, Chi­un thought, that meant that he was free to cre­ate his own so­lu­tion. It had

    been a rare thing, these last five cen­turies, for a reign­ing Mas­ter to in­au­gu­rate new

    tra­di­tions, and a faint smile tugged at his dry lips at the thought of en­ter­ing an­oth­er

    first in the records of the Mas­ter Chi­un.




    But that still left the prob­lem.




    Chi­un heard Re­mo’s ap­proach be­fore the knock­ing start­ed.




    “That door is thou­sands of years old,” Chi­un said. “If you break it with your ridicu­lous

    knock­ing, I will hold you per­son­al­ly re­spon­si­ble.”




    The door opened with a splin­ter­ing crash. Wood chips flew ev­ery­where.




    “Are you mad?” cried Chi­un, hor­ror wrin­kling his face. “This is a des­ecra­tion!”




    “Look, don’t give me any of that crap,” Re­mo shout­ed back. He had changed out of his

    makeshift wed­ding cos­tume. “It’s all your fault I’m in this mess.”




    “I am the one who is in a mess. I have to de­cide what is to be done about the daugh­ter you

    have in­flict­ed up­on me.”




    “In­flict­ed? What kind of talk is that?”




    “Sinan­ju talk. Men are born in­to the world. Wom­en are in­flict­ed up­on it.”




    “Not in my book,” Re­mo said.




    “No, but in my scrolls. How could you sire a fe­male? Had I taught you noth­ing? You knew

    the ex­er­cis­es.”




    “Those weren’t ex­er­cis­es. They were tor­ture.”




    “A mi­nor sac­ri­fice to en­sure a male is pro­duced.”




    “I don’t call drink­ing fish oil for a week be­fore I do it, hold­ing a pomegranate in my

    right hand and pop­py seeds in my mouth while I’m do­ing it, and pluck­ing my eye­brows

    af­ter­ward mi­nor sac­ri­fices.”




    “The eye­brow pluck­ing can be dis­pensed with,” Chi­un said dis­mis­sive­ly. “It is on­ly

    for luck.”




    “Look, Jil­da and I have been talk­ing. There’s a chance we can come to an un­der­stand­ing

    about our fu­ture.”




    “I might agree to that.”




    “Might?”




    “On one con­di­tion. She sells the ba­by.”




    “No chance. How could you even ask that?”




    “Ac­cord­ing to Sinan­ju tra­di­tion, the first­born is trained in Sinan­ju. But nev­er

    wom­en. She must be trained, but she can­not be trained be­cause she is fe­male. It is a

    co­nun­drum I can­not re­solve.”




    “Solve it lat­er. I’ve got a prob­lem too. What about Mah-​Li? I love her, but af­ter what’s

    hap­pened, she prob­ably hates me. “




    “I will speak with her.”




    “I think I should be the one. But I don’t know what to say to her. I need your help.”




    “Help?” mut­tered Chi­un, pick­ing through his scrolls. “Ah, this one cov­ers that

    even­tu­al­ity,” he said, un­rolling it. “Lis­ten, ‘In the event that the Mas­ter must break

    off his be­trothal to one wom­an be­cause he has stupid­ly sired a fe­male first born by

    an­oth­er, mat­ters can be brought to a bal­ance by of­fer­ing said child to the jilt­ed one

    and try­ing for a boy with the oth­er.’ “




    “What? Let me see that,” de­mand­ed Re­mo, snatch­ing up the scroll. He ran his eyes down

    the parch­ment. “It says no such thing. This is all about lin­eage.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “It was worth a try,” he said.




    “I re­al­ly like the way you play fast and loose with my life.”




    “I was not the one who got one wom­an with child and tried to mar­ry an­oth­er one.”




    “I hadn’t seen Jil­da in over four years. I didn’t even know where to find her. And she

    didn’t want to be found. What was I to do? It took me long enough to get over her the first

    time. “




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­placed the scroll thought­ful­ly. “We must deal with this one

    un­pleas­ant step at a time,” he an­nounced. “Come, we will vis­it Mah-​Li.”




    “Fine,” said Re­mo. But as he fol­lowed Chi­un along the shore road, his heart beat high in

    his throat. He forced his breath­ing low­er in his stom­ach, try­ing to get a grip on his

    emo­tions.




    The dec­orat­ed court­yard was de­sert­ed when they ar­rived. Wind plucked at the good-​luck

    stream­ers for­lorn­ly. A loon flew up from the tipped bowl of ju­jubes, and the wine had been

    spilled.




    Re­mo knocked at the door. There was no an­swer. “Maybe we’d bet­ter come back,” he

    sug­gest­ed ner­vous­ly. “It might be too soon.”




    “It will on­ly be hard­er to­mor­row,” said Chi­un, push­ing on the door. Re­mo fol­lowed

    him in.




    The main room was emp­ty of all but a low ta­ble and some sit­ting mats.




    “Mah-​Li?” Re­mo called. His voice bounced off the bare walls.




    Chi­un raised,his nose. His nos­trils clenched. “Smell,” he com­mand­ed.




    “What is it?”




    “Death,” said Chi­un. “Come.”




    In the next room, the bed­room, Mah-​Li lay on her sleep­ing mat, still in wed­ding

    cos­tume. She lay with her face turned to the ceil­ing, pale hands fold­ed up­on her breast.

    Her eyes were closed. The room was still. Too still.




    Re­mo pushed past Chi­un. He knelt and tapped on Mah-​Li’s shoul­der.




    “Mah-​Li? It’s me,” he whis­pered.




    There was no re­sponse. And Re­mo sud­den­ly, shock­ing­ly, rec­og­nized why the room was

    too still. He could not hear Mah-​Li’s heart­beat.




    “Mah-​Li!” he cried, lift­ing her head in his hands. Mah-​Li’s head lolled to face him. Her

    cheek was cool to the touch, her face the flat col­or of an­tique ivory. From the cor­ner of

    one closed eye a dried tear had streaked down her cheek and un­der her chin. The tear was

    red.




    Al­though he knew what the tear meant, Re­mo touched her throat. His trem­bling fin­ger­tip

    de­tect­ed no pulse. Re­mo looked up in­to the stern face of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. His

    ex­pres­sion was strick­en.




    “She’s dead,” he said hoarse­ly. Chi­un knelt and felt her face.




    “What could have hap­pened?” Re­mo asked, his voice crack­ing. “She was fine at the

    cer­emo­ny. That was on­ly an hour ago. Lit­tle Fa­ther, can you ex­plain this?” And Re­mo’s

    mouth drew in­to a thin line.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju un­did the high col­lar at Mah-​Li’s throat, dis­clos­ing a pur­ple

    braise no larg­er than a dime. “A blow,” he said. “Look.”




    The bruise was over the lar­ynx. Re­mo felt it. One touch told him that the wind­pipe had

    been col­lapsed. He looked up.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “A sin­gle fin­ger stroke did that.”




    “Who­ev­er did this knew what he was do­ing. If it wasn’t for the blood, I would sus­pect

    Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo looked down at the face of the wom­an he was to have mar­ried. Even in death, it was a

    peace­ful face. “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said in a far­away voice. “Did you do this?”




    Chi­un came to his feet, gird­ing his ki­mono about, his waist.




    “I will as­sume that your grief has caused you to ask that ques­tion, and not you,” he said.

    “There­fore, I will an­swer it and not take of­fense. No, I did not slay this poor child of my

    vil­lage. Such a thing would be sac­ri­lege.”




    “Well, if I didn’t do it, and you didn’t, who did?”




    “The mur­der­er may still be about. Come, let us hunt the dog.”




    Care­ful­ly Re­mo lift­ed Mah-​Li’s head off his lap and set it on the sleep­ing mat.

    Un­able to tear his eyes from her face, he stood up.




    “Who­ev­er he was, he couldn’t get far in an hour,” he said.




    “Your grief has blind­ed you, Re­mo. Did you not see how the blood has dried on her cheek?

    That poor girl was slain last night.”




    “But the wed­ding was on­ly an hour ago. She was there.”




    “Not her. Some­one who looked like her.”




    “Some­thing’s not right here,” said Re­mo.




    “Come.” Chi­un beck­oned. “There are an­swers to be sought. “




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stormed out of the house of Mah-​Li, his face grim. Re­mo start­ed

    af­ter him, stopped, and dropped to one knee be­side the body of Mah-​Li. He kissed her once,

    on her slight­ly part­ed lips. They were cold and taste­less.




    “I wish-” Re­mo start­ed to say, but his voice choked off and he hur­ried from the

    house.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wait­ed for him in the court­yard. “We will ac­com­plish more if we

    go our sep­arate ways,” he said.




    “Af­ter this is over,” Re­mo said grim­ly, “we may go our sep­arate ways in more ways than

    one.” His eyes were the col­or of a beer bot­tle that had been left out in the el­ements, dull

    and de­void of sparkle.




    “If that is your wish, then so be it,” said Chi­un proud­ly. “I am con­tent that I have done

    on­ly what is right for my peo­ple and my vil­lage.”




    “Yeah, I no­ticed,” Re­mo mut­tered, start­ing off.




    Chi­un watched him go. Re­mo’s hands were clenched in­to white fists of rage. His back was

    straight and de­fi­ant, but the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju saw that his pupil walked with his head

    bowed, like a man who did not care where he was go­ing-​or one who had no place to go.




    Shak­ing his head sad­ly, he turned to the shore road. And saw the man stand­ing on the

    rocks.




    The man was short. He stood with his hands on his hips, de­fi­ant­ly. His face was swathed,

    like his body, in black folds of cloth. And from the patch of un­cov­ered skin at his face,

    slant­ed black eyes laughed in­so­lent­ly.




    “You are not con­tent to be a thief, nin­ja,” Chi­un hissed un­der his breath. “Now you are

    a mur­der­er as well.”




    And as if the nin­ja could hear him across the rocks, he laughed out loud. The laugh was a

    rat­tle of con­tempt. “Re­mo!” Chi­un shout­ed. “Be­hold!”




    Re­mo whirled, his eyes fol­low­ing Chi­un’s ac­cus­ing fin­ger.




    The nin­ja jumped back and dis­ap­peared be­hind the tum­bled rocks of the beach.




    With­out a word, Re­mo burst in­to mo­tion. He flashed past Chi­un like a wild wind. The

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju leapt af­ter him.




    “It is he, the thief from Amer­ica,” said Chi­un.




    “He did this,” Re­mo bit out. “And he’s go­ing to suf­fer for it.”




    To­geth­er they topped the rocks and swept the beach be­low with their eyes.




    “He is not here,” said Chi­un in a puz­zled voice.




    “Must be hid­ing,” Re­mo de­cid­ed, jump­ing on­to the sand. “He couldn’t have got­ten

    far.”




    “But where?” said Chi­un, fol­low­ing. “There is no place to hide.”




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer. He ran along the beach, look­ing for foot­prints. But there were

    none.




    Re­mo dou­bled back. “Oth­er way,” he said, pass­ing the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un re­versed di­rec­tion too. Re­mo was run­ning so fast his toes, touch­ing the

    rip­ples of beach sand, left al­most no mark. Chi­un nod­ded. Re­mo was al­most good enough to

    be Mas­ter now. Even in his grief he re­mem­bered to con­trol his feet.




    Chi­un looked back to see the marks his own san­daled feet left. There were none. Good.

    Chi­un was still Mas­ter. Chi­un caught up to Re­mo at the base of one of the tow­er­ing Horns

    of Wel­come. Re­mo was talk­ing to some­one. Chi­un rec­og­nized the wiz­ened form of old

    Pullyang, the vil­lage care­tak­er.




    “You didn’t see any­one?” Re­mo asked in­cred­ulous­ly. He told Chi­un, “Pullyang says

    no­body came this way.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “There are no tracks go­ing the oth­er way.”




    “And none this way,” said Re­mo. “Ex­cept Pullyang’s.”




    “He was in black, a thief of nin­ja,” Chi­un told Pullyang. “You must have see him.”




    The old man shrugged help­less­ly as if to say: Is that my fault?




    Chi­un said, “Away with you, then, use­less one.”




    He no­ticed Re­mo star­ing at him, an odd ex­pres­sion on his face.




    “Re­mo? What is it?”




    “You said nin­ja,” Re­mo mut­tered. “So?”




    “Chi­un,” Re­mo said slow­ly, “I saw him clear as day. He wasn’t a nin­ja. He was that

    kung-​fu beach bum from Wash­ing­ton-​Ado­nis.”




    “He was the nin­ja. His eyes were Japanese.”




    “That’s not what I saw.”




    “Per­haps both thieves have come here,” sug­gest­ed Chi­un.




    “I saw you point at a man on the rocks, and it was Ado­nis. “




    “I point­ed at a nin­ja. That is what I saw.”




    “And we both saw him jump be­hind the rocks,” Re­mo said. “You know what I think? I think we

    saw what some­one want­ed us to see.”




    “I think that you are right.”




    Re­mo looked around. “Hey, where’d Pullyang go?” Chi­un looked about an­gri­ly. Pullyang was

    gone. Chi­un frowned.




    “Are you think­ing what I’m think­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    “I am think­ing that Pullyang’s foot­steps start at the rocks and end at our feet,” Chi­un

    said, ges­tur­ing to the sand, “as if he as­cend­ed in­to the sky.”




    “We’d bet­ter get back to the vil­lage. There’s no telling what this phan­tom-​who­ev­er he

    is-​is up to.”




    “Then we are to­geth­er on this?”




    “Un­til I say dif­fer­ent,” said Re­mo.


  




  

    Chapter 27




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sum­moned his peo­ple to the vil­lage square with a bronze gong that

    was held in a horn­beam frame by springs so strong that no known mal­let could make it

    ring.




    Chi­un stepped up to the gong and tapped its cen­ter with a sin­gle fin­ger. Its deep

    re­ver­ber­ations caused the scav­eng­ing sea gulls to fly from the square in fright.




    The vil­lagers came run­ning. Nev­er in the mem­ory of the vil­lage of Sinan­ju had the Gong

    of Judg­ment been sound­ed. Nev­er had there been a crime in the vil­lage while a Mas­ter was

    in res­idence.




    They came, the old and the young, their faces etched in lines of shock, and clus­tered

    around the gong.




    “As­sem­ble be­fore me, my peo­ple,” com­mand­ed Chi­un. His eyes seemed to fix ev­ery face,

    so that each felt that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was prob­ing his own in­ner­most thoughts.




    When the vil­lagers had formed a ragged semi­cir­cle be­fore the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju-​the

    adults hold­ing their chil­dren be­fore them with hands on their shoul­ders and the in­fants

    slung on their hips-​Chi­un lift­ed his voice to the sky.




    “Death has come to Sinan­ju,” he pro­claimed.




    The vil­lagers hushed as if the sky were slow­ly press­ing down up­on their heads.




    “Mah-​Li, the be­trothed of Re­mo, has been mur­dered.” The faces of the vil­lagers took on

    a stony qual­ity. It was as if they had sud­den­ly be­come one emo­tion­less, ex­tend­ed

    fam­ily.




    “I seek her mur­der­er among you,” Chi­un said. Re­mo came up be­hind Chi­un.




    “I checked ev­ery hut,” he said qui­et­ly. “Emp­ty. They’re all here.”




    Chi­un nod­ded with­out tak­ing his eyes off the crowd. “Jil­da and the child?” he

    asked.




    “I put them in the trea­sure house. I fixed and locked the doors too.”




    “Then our mur­der­er is among those as­sem­bled. “




    “Maybe,” Re­mo whis­pered. “How can we tell if he can make him­self look like any­one he

    wants?”




    “Pullyang, step for­ward,” Chi­un com­mand­ed.




    From out of the crowd, walk­ing like a dog that ex­pect­ed a whip­ping, came old Pullyang,

    the care­tak­er. He stood be­fore Chi­un, his legs trem­bling in­side dirty trousers.




    “Were you down at the beach to­day?” Chi­un asked.




    “No, Mas­ter,” Pullyang qua­vered.




    “At all?”




    “No, O Mas­ter,” Pullyang re­peat­ed.




    “I saw you at the beach not five min­utes ago,” in­sist­ed Chi­un. “I spoke with you, and

    you with me.”




    “I was not there.”




    “My son says that you were,” Chi­un said stern­ly.




    “That’s right, I saw you,” agreed Re­mo.




    Pullyang fell to his knees. “Not I! Not I! I have been with my grand­chil­dren all day,”

    Pullyang cried.




    Chi­un looked down up­on the piti­ful fig­ure, but no pity crossed his wrin­kled

    coun­te­nance.




    “If my words are not true,” Chi­un in­toned, “you must call me a liar, and my adopt­ed son a

    liar too, be­fore the vil­lage. Will you do this?”




    “Not I. I can­not call you a liar, but nei­ther would I lie to you.”




    “You lied about the pur­ple herons,” Chi­un said.




    “I saw them!”




    “And I saw you at the shore,” said Chi­un dis­tant­ly. “Arise, Pullyang, faith­ful

    care­tak­er, and see to your grand­chil­dren. “




    Re­mo asked Chi­un, “If the mur­der­er is here, he could look like any­one. How are we

    go­ing to tell him from the oth­ers?”




    “We will find a way. This crime will be pun­ished.”




    “Just re­mem­ber,” said Re­mo, “who’s go­ing to do the pun­ish­ing. “




    “We will see. It is against Sinan­ju law for a Mas­ter to harm a vil­lager, no mat­ter the

    rea­son.”




    “Try to stop me,” said Re­mo, look­ing at the blank faces watch­ing him fear­ful­ly.




    “I may do that,” Chi­un said soft­ly, step­ping around the clot of vil­lagers, his hands

    clasped be­hind his back like a gen­er­al re­view­ing troops.




    “You, Pak,” said Chi­un, point­ing at a young man. “Name your fa­ther.”




    “Hui, O Mas­ter.”




    “Good. Go stand be­side the Gong of Judg­ment. I will ask each of you a ques­tion. My

    ques­tion will be easy. Those who an­swer cor­rect­ly will stand with Pak. And woe to him whose

    face is not known to me.”




    For an hour the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­quired of each vil­lager, from the old­est man to the

    youngest speak­ing child, a ques­tion of fam­ily tra­di­tion or Sinan­ju his­to­ry. All

    an­swered cor­rect­ly. And all went to stand with Pak un­til the vil­lage square was emp­ty of

    all but the blow­ing plum-​tree leaves.




    “He’s not here,” said Re­mo im­pa­tient­ly. “He got away.”




    “All my vil­lagers are ac­count­ed for,” ad­mit­ted Chi­un. “Let’s leave them here and

    search the en­tire vil­lage.”




    “Agreed,” said Chi­un. “But be­ware, my son. We may be fac­ing sor­cery. Our abil­ities are

    not al­ways proof against such things. “




    “I don’t be­lieve in that crap,” said Re­mo, stalk­ing off.




    Chi­un fol­lowed him. “You saw that crap with your own eyes, heard the words with your own

    ears. Was that not Pullyang’s voice you heard com­ing from a mouth that looked like

    Pullyang’s?”




    “It wasn’t black mag­ic.”




    “What it was we have yet to dis­cov­er. But it was. You know that as well as I. Come, let us

    speak with Jil­da.”




    “Why?”




    “Did you test her to see if she was tru­ly who she seemed?”




    “I know Jil­da when I see her.”




    “And I have known Pullyang since I was a child. We shall see.”




    The door to the House of the Mas­ters was closed, but not locked. Chi­un’s sharp vi­sion

    told him that much even from a dis­tance.




    “I thought you locked the door,” he said, pick­ing up his pace.




    “I did,” Re­mo replied sul­len­ly.




    “It is not locked now.”




    Re­mo broke in­to a run. He went through the door like a thun­der­bolt.




    “Jil­da!” Re­mo’s cry was stran­gled with an­guish.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju swept in­to the throne room, tak­ing in the trea­sure with a glance.

    Sat­is­fied that it was undis­turbed, he joined Re­mo in the gue­stroom. Re­mo was try­ing to

    shake Jil­da awake.




    “Re­mo,” she said thick­ly, stir­ring from a sit­ting mat.




    “What hap­pened?” Re­mo asked.




    Jil­da of Lak­lu­un looked around dazed­ly. Her eyes were a milky, con­fused gray.




    “I do not re­call. Was I asleep?”




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. “Don’t you re­mem­ber?”




    “I wait­ed here as you bade me to do. Freya want­ed to play with the oth­er chil­dren. She

    grew cranky. The last thing I re­call is telling her to mind her man­ners. There my mem­ory

    stops.” As she looked around the room and saw on­ly Re­mo and Chi­un, Jil­da’s voice shrank.

    “Freya . . .”




    “Check the oth­er rooms,” Re­mo said.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju dis­ap­peared like steam from an open valve. When he re­turned, his

    cold ex­pres­sion had melt­ed in­to the fright­ened face of a grand­par­ent.




    “Re­mo! She is gone!”




    Jil­da of Lak­lu­un drew her cloak around her as if the room’s tem­per­ature had dropped.

    She said noth­ing, her eyes grow­ing re­flec­tive.




    “Come on, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “We’re go­ing to find her. “




    “Re­mo!” Jil­da called sud­den­ly. Re­mo paused at the door. “My Freya is a guest of your

    vil­lage. If any­thing has hap­pened to her, it will be up­on your head.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing, and then he was gone. Out­side, it had grown dark.




    “Some­thing is wrong here,” Chi­un said omi­nous­ly. “It should not be dark for two hours

    yet.”




    “For­get the Sinan­ju al­manac,” Re­mo snapped. “We have to find my daugh­ter.”




    In the square, the vil­lagers hud­dled to­geth­er. They, too, knew that it lacked two hours

    to sun­set, but dark­ness man­tled the lit­tle vil­lage like a doom.




    “Look!” qua­vered Pullyang. “See! I did not lie. They are back.”




    Re­mo looked. Down by the shore, two crea­tures cir­cled on their pur­plish-​pink bat wings,

    their hatch­et faces twitch­ing on goose­like necks.




    “Ptero­dactyls,” Re­mo breathed. “I was right.”




    “I have nev­er seen such things,” said Chi­un. “But I un­der­stand this much. They are

    cir­cling prey.”




    “Oh, no,” groaned Re­mo. He flashed to the rocks that ringed the shore and hit the sand

    run­ning as the ptero­dactyls dipped low­er, their spiky tails whip­ping ex­cit­ed­ly.




    On the beach, run­ning on tiny legs, was a lit­tle girl with blond hair.




    “Freya!” Re­mo called. “Hang on, babe. I’m com­ing.” The ptero­dactyls swooped down like

    blue jays wor­ry­ing a cat. Freya kept run­ning, her face haunt­ed.




    Re­mo ran af­ter her, his feet blur­ring as he con­cen­trat­ed on his breath­ing. In

    Sinan­ju, prop­er breath­ing was all. It un­locked the la­tent pow­ers of the hu­man body.

    Re­mo’s breath­ing flat­tened as he ran and his feet picked up speed un­til he was run­ning

    faster than the ptero­dactyls could fly:




    Freya’s lit­tle legs churned. She glanced back in fear just as a rock was com­ing up in her

    path.




    Re­mo yelled, “Watch the rock!” He saw Freya trip. He leapt for her.




    But the ptero­dactyls were clos­er. One twist­ed away and came at Re­mo, talons grasp­ing.

    Re­mo chopped once, but the claw was some­how faster than his light­ning re­flex. He ducked

    un­der a bil­low­ing wing and came up be­hind the un­gain­ly thing. About to launch a kick at

    the back of its saclike body, Re­mo sud­den­ly for­got his sit­ua­tion.




    The oth­er ptero­dactyl land­ed where Freya had fall­en and fold­ed its beat­ing wings in a

    quick gath­er­ing mo­tion. It re­turned to the sky, its long neck strain­ing. Clutched in its

    hang­ing talons, a tiny fig­ure wrig­gled like a worm.




    “No!” Re­mo screamed.




    The ptero­dactyl glid­ed out over the wa­ter.




    Re­mo plunged af­ter it. His feet did not kick up any sand as he ran. And when he hit the

    wa­ter, he did not plunge in, but kept run­ning, his feet mov­ing so fast they did not break

    through the heav­ing waves. He was run­ning on top of the waves, his mo­men­tum so great that

    grav­ity could not pull him down.




    Re­mo nar­rowed his fo­cus. On­ly the ptero­dactyl ex­ist­ed for him now. The ptero­dactyl

    with a lit­tle girl in its claws-​Re­mo’s daugh­ter. He wasn’t go­ing to lose her too. All the

    awe­some pow­er that was Sinan­ju burned with­in him, forc­ing ev­ery mus­cle to func­tion in

    per­fect har­mo­ny.




    He was on­ly dim­ly aware of Chi­un’s voice be­hind him. “I am with you, my son.”




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer. He was gain­ing on the ug­ly rep­tile. Its tail lashed

    tan­ta­liz­ing­ly with­in reach.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un, as if read­ing Re­mo’s mind. “The tail. If you can snare it, you may

    bring him down. Do not wor­ry about the child. I will catch her when the dev­il heron lets go.

    Or I will plunge in­to the sea and res­cue her. You stop that mon­stros­ity. Trust the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju to pre­serve the life of your child.”




    The tail danced clos­er. Re­mo knew he would have on­ly one shot. Once he went for the tail,

    he would lose the mo­men­tum that kept his feet from sink­ing. One shot. He wasn’t go­ing to

    blow it.




    Re­mo took his shot. He saw his right hand close over the pur­ple tail. Then the sea rose up

    to swal­low him. Still hang­ing on, he let him­self sink. He’d drag the ptero­dactyl to the

    ocean bot­tom and tear it to pieces. Please, God, he prayed as the cold clutched his mus­cles,

    don’t let Chi­un fail.




    The wa­ter was like a wall of ice. It numbed his body. He could not tell whether he still

    had the tail. His fist felt like a rock. Re­mo reached out, found his wrist, and reached up

    to­ward his clutch­ing hand. No way that thing would shake a two-​hand­ed grip.




    But Re­mo felt noth­ing. The sea was too dark. He couldn’t see if he still had the tail.

    God, do I have it? I couldn’t have missed. Please don’t let me have missed.




    And sud­den­ly, as if the sun had been turned on, the sea flood­ed with light. Re­mo saw

    that his fists were clutch­ing sea­weed. Fran­ti­cal­ly he kicked his feet, try­ing to get back

    his equi­lib­ri­um. There was no sign of the ptero­dactyl.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, his cheeks puff­ing air bub­bles, swam up and tapped him on the

    shoul­der. He shook his head no.




    Re­mo kicked free. When he broke the sur­face, he saw the sun was out again. It was low in

    the hori­zon. The skies were clear.




    Chi­un’s wrin­kled face sur­faced be­side him.




    “She is gone.” Re­mo thought tears streamed down his wrin­kled face, but it might have been

    sea­wa­ter. “My beau­ti­ful grand­daugh­ter is gone!”




    “I don’t see the ptero­dactyl. It’s got to be down there!” Re­mo slipped un­der the surf,

    Chi­un fol­low­ing.




    Grim­ly they searched, their lungs re­leas­ing pent oxy­gen in in­finites­imal amounts. A

    half-​hour passed with­out their break­ing for air. The ocean floor was rocky and for­bid­ding.

    Few fish swam. And al­though they scoured the ocean floor for more than a mile around, they

    found no bod­ies. On­ly the green crabs of the West Ko­rea Bay, which had been known to eat the

    flesh of drowned vil­lagers.




    Fear­ful­ly Re­mo dived in­to a group of them feed­ing on the ocean floor, scat­ter­ing them

    with his hands. He un­cov­ered a frag­ment of white meat. A flat sil­ver eye stared at him. A

    fish.




    When the sun dis­ap­peared be­neath the waves, they gave up. “I am so sor­ry, Re­mo,” Chi­un

    said chok­ing­ly. “I saw you grasp the tail, and when the bird fell, I reached out for the poor

    in­no­cent child. I thought I had her. But once un­der­wa­ter, my arms were emp­ty. “




    “I couldn’t have missed that tail,” Re­mo said.




    “You did not,” Chi­un told him.




    “I had the tail and you saw the bird come down. But there’s no bird down there.”




    “What does it mean?” asked Chi­un.




    “Come on,” Re­mo said grim­ly, set­tling in­to the over­hand swim­ming stroke that was

    fa­vored by Sinan­ju. He made for the shore.




    Jil­da was wait­ing on the beach. She stood tall and grim, her hands clutch­ing the seams of

    her cloak. Her wom­an­ly face re­flect­ed nei­ther grief nor res­ig­na­tion. She was too proud

    a war­rior for ei­ther emo­tion.




    “You failed,” she said in an arid voice.




    “You watched us. What did you see?” asked Re­mo.




    “You fell on the ug­ly bird. It crashed in­to the sea. And the two of you come back

    emp­ty-​hand­ed. Could you not have at least re­turned my child’s body to me?”




    “She’s not out there,” Re­mo said flat­ly. And he struck off for the vil­lage.




    Jil­da spun on Chi­un. “What does he mean? I saw-“




    “You saw a dark­ness fall and lift in an hour’s time,” said Chi­un. “Did you be­lieve

    that?”




    “I do not know.”




    “Dis­trust­ing your sens­es is the first step to­ward tru­ly see­ing,” said Chi­un, tak­ing

    Jil­da by the arm. “Come.”




    “And what should I trust, if not the ev­idence of my eyes?”




    Chi­un nod­ded in the di­rec­tion of Re­mo’s pur­pose­ful fig­ure.




    “Trust in the fa­ther of your child, for he is of Sinan­ju.”


  




  

    Chapter 28




    Jil­da of Lak­lu­un caught up with Re­mo. “Tell me,” she said.




    “Qui­et,” snapped Re­mo as they ap­proached the vil­lage prop­er. “He can hear us.”




    Jil­da grabbed Re­mo by the arm. The mus­cle felt like a warm stone. “I care not about who

    can hear,” she said. “Are you so cold that you do not care about your own child?”




    Re­mo took Jil­da by the shoul­ders. He put his face close to hers. “The ptero­dactyls

    weren’t re­al,” he whis­pered. “I grabbed the tail and end­ed up with air. There was noth­ing

    there.”




    “I saw my child fall in­to the sea.”




    “You saw what some­one want­ed you to see. Some­one who is close enough to in­flu­ence our

    minds and ma­nip­ulate the im­ages we all see. And if he’s who I think he is, we’ve got our

    work cut out for us.”




    “You know who it is?”




    “I have an idea,” Re­mo said, look­ing to­ward Chi­un, who stood with his hands res­olute­ly

    fold­ed in his ki­mono sleeves. Chi­un nod­ded.




    “For once, my son has reached a truth be­fore me,” he said proud­ly. And he bowed in Re­mo’s

    di­rec­tion.




    “Save the grease,” Re­mo said sharply. “We have things to set­tle be­tween us, you and

    I.”




    “Tell me one thing,” Jil­da said anx­ious­ly. “Is my daugh­ter dead or alive?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted. “But for­get what we saw at the beach. That wasn’t Freya.

    An il­lu­sion can’t lift a flesh-​and-​blood child and car­ry her out to sea.”




    “Il­lu­sion?” said Jil­da. “You mean it is-“




    “The Dutch­man,” said Re­mo. “There’s no oth­er ex­pla­na­tion. He knew how to un­lock the

    trea­sure house. Prob­ably learned that from Nui­hc, the bas­tard. He got in­to Chi­un’s

    scrolls, learned about CURE, and used that in­for­ma­tion to make as much trou­ble for us as

    pos­si­ble. Now he’s fol­lowed us back to Sinan­ju to fin­ish the job.”




    “I re­mem­ber him from the Mas­ter’s Tri­al,” said Jil­da. “He is as pow­er­ful as you in

    Sinan­ju, and his evil mind can make us see any witch­ery he cares to con­jure.”




    “He’s the rea­son you fled from me in the first place,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly. “It’s

    be­cause of him you and I couldn’t be to­geth­er. And now he’s killed Mah-​Li. He’s go­ing to

    pay for that.”




    “Re­mem­ber, Re­mo,” Chi­un in­ter­ject­ed. “He is like you, a white who is trained in

    Sinan­ju. But he is al­so the Oth­er, the yin to your yang.”




    “And I can’t kill him, be­cause if he dies, I die,” Re­mo said grim­ly. “I haven’t

    for­got­ten that. But I’ll tell you this, Chi­un. I may not kill him, but I’m go­ing to bring

    him right to the damned edge. When I’m done with him, he’s nev­er go­ing to kill any­one again.

    Ev­er.” Re­mo head­ed back to­ward the vil­lage.




    A far­away-​sound­ing voice stopped him. “Re­mo.”




    Re­mo’s sen­si­tive hear­ing fixed on the voice. It was Mah-​Li’s voice, light and sil­very.

    But the line of rocks from which the voice came was emp­ty.




    “Re­mo.” It was her voice again.




    Re­mo looked around, and saw her. She was stand­ing be­side the house that Re­mo had

    start­ed to build a year ago. She wore her high-​waist­ed scar­let bridal cos­tume and she

    smiled at him warm­ly, ges­tur­ing to the open door of the un­fin­ished house.




    “Come, Re­mo. Come, it is your wed­ding night. Don’t you want me, Re­mo?” The voice was

    Mah-​Li’s, but the tone mocked him.




    “You son of a bitch,” said Re­mo.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju tried to stop his pupil, but Re­mo Williams moved too rapid­ly.

    Chi­un’s fin­gers brushed Re­mo’s bare arm im­po­tent­ly.




    “He is bait­ing you, Re­mo,” Chi­un called. “Do not for­get your train­ing. No anger. Anger

    gives him the edge.” Then the mu­sic start­ed, the dis­so­nant mu­sic that came from the

    dis­eased mind of Jeremi­ah Pur­cell, who had be­come known as the Dutch­man dur­ing his years

    of soli­tude on the is­land of Saint Mar­tin af­ter the death of his train­er, Chi­un’s evil

    nephew, Nui­hc. The air filled with col­ors and Re­mo found him­self caught in a psychedel­ic

    tun­nel of light. There was no road, no sky, and no house with the Dutch­man stand­ing there

    invit­ing­ly. It was all bands and swirls of col­ored light. Re­mo kept run­ning any­way, but

    he was stum­bling through a world that did not ex­ist ex­cept in his own mind. His foot struck

    some­thing hard-​a rock or a tree root-​and he went slid­ing on his chest, dirt spray­ing in­to

    his open mouth.




    Re­mo shut his eyes. At the end of his slide he got to his feet, spit­ting to clear his

    mouth. But even with his eyes closed he saw the col­ors and heard the mu­sic.




    “Eat­ing dirt on the wed­ding night,” said the voice that sound­ed like Mah-​Li. “Is that a

    new Sinan­ju cus­tom?”




    “You can’t hide be­hind your il­lu­sions for­ev­er,” Re­mo warned.




    Abrupt­ly the col­ors spun in­to a co­alesc­ing dot and ex­plod­ed like fire­works. The last

    sparks fad­ed and Re­mo could see again. Chi­un and Jil­da were stand­ing not far from him,

    their eyes blink­ing stupid­ly. They, too, had been made to see the col­ors.




    “I am not afraid to face you.” The voice was that of Ado­nis. He walked calm­ly to­ward

    Re­mo, a smug smile on his wide tanned face.




    “Re­mo. Be­ware,” warned Chi­un.




    “But you are afraid of me.” And sud­den­ly he was a nin­ja in black cos­tume with one round

    blue eye and one slant­ed black eye.




    “Not me,” said Re­mo.




    “If you kill me, you die,” crowed the Dutch­man, re­vert­ing to his nat­ural form. His blond

    hair swished like a li­on’s mane.




    “He is bait­ing you,” said Chi­un.




    “So what?” barked Re­mo, set­ting him­self. “If he kills me, he dies too. It goes both

    ways-​doesn’t it, Jeremi­ah?”




    “Do you not see?” Chi­un said. “Look at his eyes. They are full of mad­ness. He wants to

    die. He has noth­ing to lose. “




    The Dutch­man stopped in his tracks and set his fists on his hips. A sea breeze made his

    pur­ple fight­ing cos­tume flap against his arms and legs. He opened his mouth and a laugh

    rat­tled out as if it were pro­duced by a mech­anism keyed to the throw­ing-​back of his head.

    It was not a hu­man sound.




    From the yel­low sash gird­ing his waist he plucked a pair of rim­less glass­es and tossed

    them at Re­mo’s feet.




    Re­mo looked down. They were Smith’s glass­es.




    “I have killed your in­tend­ed bride, your daugh­ter, and your for­mer em­ploy­er. Take your

    re­venge now, if you dare. “




    “I dare,” said Re­mo, leap­ing in­to the air. He ex­ecut­ed a mag­nif­icent Heron Drop,

    ris­ing over thir­ty feet in­to the air. At the apex of his leap, he dropped sharply to­ward

    the lift­ed face of the Dutch­man. But the Dutch­man stood his ground, pre­pared to re­ceive a

    death kick in the face. And Re­mo knew, too late, that Chi­un was right. The Dutch­man want­ed

    to die. But at the last pos­si­ble mo­ment the Dutch­man shot out a hand and caught Re­mo’s

    right an­kle as it came down. Spin­ning like a dis­cus throw­er, he redi­rect­ed the en­er­gy

    of Re­mo’s de­scent in­to a wide arc. He let go. Re­mo flew in a straight line, smash­ing

    against the side of his un­fin­ished house. He land­ed in a tan­gle of splin­tered bam­boo and

    teak.




    The Dutch­man’s voice fil­tered in­to his mind. “Come, Re­mo. We have all night to die.

    Per­haps I will kill your Viking dyke of a lover be­fore I ex­tin­guish your life.”




    Re­mo jumped to his feet. He came out the door like a can­non­ball, hit­ting the door with

    his palm. The door flew ahead of him and bounced along on its cor­ners like a square wheel.




    The Dutch­man stood laugh­ing. Be­hind him Jil­da lift­ed the dag­ger from her leather belt.

    She crept up be­hind him. Re­mo caught the bounc­ing door and flipped it like a Fris­bee. It

    sailed high, then sank like a pitch­er’s fast­ball. Re­mo hoped it would dis­tract him just

    long enough.




    The Dutch­man watched the door lift and then plunge in his di­rec­tion. It would be easy to

    avoid. Had Re­mo learned noth­ing in the years since they had last clashed?




    He saw the hands a split-​sec­ond be­fore the dag­ger slid un­der his jaw. So that was it.

    It had al­most worked too. “My child. Speak of her fate,” Jil­da of Lak­lu­un hissed, pulling

    his hair back to ex­pose his throat.




    “Your hands are so gnarled, Jil­da,” he said smooth­ly. “How can you even use them?”




    Jil­da re­coiled. The dag­ger dropped. Her fin­gers stiff­ened as if pet­ri­fied. She held

    them up, and saw with widen­ing eyes that they were like dried wood, as if tree limbs had grown

    in­to the rough shape of her hands.




    The Dutch­man turned. “Old dry wood,” he mocked. “Not war­rior’s hands. Good for fire­wood

    on­ly.”




    The fin­gers ig­nit­ed first. The flames were blue and ethe­re­al but they crept to­ward her

    wrists and then raced to­ward her el­bows, which had al­so turned to wood.




    “An il­lu­sion! It is on­ly an il­lu­sion!” Jil­da cried.




    “Not the flames,” cor­rect­ed the Dutch­man.




    “Yes! Il­lu­sion!” she said, squeez­ing her eyes against the pain.




    The Dutch­man stepped back as the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju took Jil­da and forced her to the

    ground, rolling her in the dirt to smoth­er the fire.




    “The flames are re­al,” Chi­un said. “It is one of his true sor­ceries. “




    “Now watch, old man,” called the Dutch­man, “and you will see who is tru­ly wor­thy of

    be­com­ing the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.” He turned his at­ten­tion to Re­mo Williams once

    again.




    Re­mo’s face was warped with pain and rage. He was on­ly yards away now, and com­ing like an

    an­gry ar­row.




    “You are look­ing well,” said the Dutch­man. “I on­ly wish your wed­ding-​ex­cuse me, our

    wed­ding-​had not been in­ter­rupt­ed. I had in mind for you a most mem­orable

    hon­ey­moon.”




    Re­mo came in with both hands held open. He grasped thin air. The re­al Dutch­man

    ma­te­ri­al­ized be­hind him. “Piti­ful,” said the Dutch­man. “You have learned noth­ing. I am

    still your su­pe­ri­or. Nui­hc trained me as a child, while you came to Sinan­ju as an adult. I

    will al­ways have that ad­vant­dge.”




    And to show his con­tempt, he turned his back on Re­mo. “Now we are equal,” he said,

    fold­ing his arms.




    Re­mo sent out a sweep­ing kick. The Dutch­man jumped in place, ex­pert­ly avoid­ing it. He

    spun with the jump and sent out a stiff-​fin­gered blow. Re­mo par­ried it with crossed wrists.

    Hook­ing the back of his en­emy’s knee with a toe, Re­mo sent the Dutch­man in­to a spin­ning

    cartwheel. He land­ed on his back.




    “Who’s su­pe­ri­or now?” asked Re­mo, plac­ing a con­quer­ing foot on top of the Dutch­man’s

    heav­ing chest. Re­mo pressed down un­til he heard the crack­le of strain­ing car­ti­lage. The

    Dutch­man’s un­re­al blue eyes flared.




    “I un­der­es­ti­mat­ed you, Re­mo. Very well, slay me, if that is your wish.”




    “No, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju leapt to Re­mo’s side.




    “Stay out of this, Chi­un,” Re­mo warned. And while he glared at Chi­un, the Dutch­man saw

    his op­por­tu­ni­ty. Steel­hard fin­gers took Re­mo’s an­kle and twist­ed once. Re­mo cried

    out. He floun­dered away in pain, hop­ping on one foot.




    The Dutch­man pushed him­self erect and said, “Your pow­ers of con­cen­tra­tion are

    pa­thet­ic. How did you sur­vive your ini­tial train­ing?”




    Re­mo found his feet. “Some peo­ple think I’m pret­ty good,” he an­swered. When he leaned on

    his right foot, it hurt. But he felt no grind­ing from bro­ken bones. The pain wasn’t

    im­por­tant.




    “Mah-​Li does not think so. She is in the Void now, her spir­it cry­ing out that you could

    not pro­tect her. Your child, your em­ploy­er, they are eter­nal tes­ta­ments to your

    in­com­pe­tence. “




    “Get ready to join them,” said Re­mo, ad­vanc­ing menanc­ing­ly.




    “No, Re­mo.” It was Jil­da’s voice. “He knows where my Freya is, whether she is dead or

    alive. Do not kill him. Please.”




    “Lis­ten to her, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stood over Jil­da, his hands

    flut­ter­ing help­less­ly. He could not kill the Dutch­man with­out killing his pupil. It was

    be­tween the two white Mas­ters of Sinan­ju now.




    “Lis­ten to me,” cried the Dutch­man. “You will on­ly beat me by killing me. I want you to

    do that, Re­mo. I have killed those clos­est to you. I could kill you. I pre­fer that you kill

    your­self by killing me.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. His eyes were fo­cused on that open mock­ing face. Noth­ing else

    mat­tered now. It was just him and the Dutch­man. The warn­ing cries of Chi­un were faint in

    his ears, as if all Re­mo’s en­er­gies had been di­vert­ed from his sur­round­ings to his

    en­emy. The Dutch­man was on­ly four paces away, then three, then two, then . . .




    Re­mo’s fist blow went to the so­lar plexus. It would have felled a strong tree, but the

    Dutch­man had hard­ened his stom­ach mus­cles in an­tic­ipa­tion of the blow. He bounced back

    sev­er­al feet, but re­tained his bal­ance.




    The Dutch­man grinned at him. “A poor blow. Your el­bow was bent. But that has al­ways been

    your prob­lem, hasn’t it?” Re­mo came on, silent and pur­pose­ful. There was some­thing in his

    eyes, the Dutch­man saw. Some­thing that was not anger, some­thing that did not be­long in the

    eyes of a hu­man be­ing, even one trained in Sinan­ju.




    “You’re go­ing to tell me where Freya is, scum,” Re­mo said lev­el­ly.




    “Where?” mocked the Dutch­man. “Why, she is all around us. I fed one piece to a sea gull,

    some to the snakes, and the rest to the crabs. I don’t be­lieve in wast­ing good meat, do you?

    Es­pe­cial­ly such ten­der, sweet meat.”




    Re­mo’s hand was quick­er than the Dutch­man’s eye by the mer­est of mi­crosec­onds, but it

    was enough. He snared the Dutch­man’s long hair and twist­ed his head around. Re­mo shoved him

    down on one knee, his hands lock­ing about the Dutch­man’s smooth neck from be­hind.




    Re­mo be­gan squeez­ing. “Tell-​me-​where-​she-​is,” he said through grind­ing teeth.

    “Tell-​me-​where-​my-​daugh­ter-​is.” Jeremi­ah Pur­cell strained for Re­mo’s hands. His pale

    fin­gers were fran­tic, but it was as if they strug­gled with stone. Re­mo’s death grip on his

    throat was un­shak­able. He twist­ed and fought in vain, and as his field of vi­sion be­gan to

    red­den like boil­ing blood, he pan­icked. He hadn’t ex­pect­ed it to end this way. Re­mo had

    cut off the oxy­gen flow to his lungs, dis­turb­ing his breath­ing rhythms. For the first time,

    the Dutch­man felt fear. He re­al­ized he did not want to die, but Re­mo was squeez­ing the

    life out of him. Dark­ness rolled across his vi­sion even with his eyes open wide.




    The Dutch­man tried to sum­mon up an im­age, but the beast would not re­spond. In­stead,

    there was a voice, cold and metal­lic.




    “You can fight or you can beg,” Re­mo was say­ing in­to his ear. “But I won’t let go un­til

    you tell me where my daugh­ter is. Can you hear me, Pur­cell? You’d bet­ter be se­ri­ous about

    dy­ing be­cause I’m se­ri­ous about killing you.”




    No, no, Jeremi­ah said word­less­ly. It can’t end like this. I’m not done. O beast, help me.

    But the beast in him was cowed, as help­less as he was be­fore this true Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    Fi­nal­ly, with his sight dark­en­ing like a falling cur­tain, Jeremi­ah Pur­cell re­laxed

    his claw­ing fin­gers and spread them out in an un­mis­tak­able ges­ture of sur­ren­der.




    “You giv­ing up, huh?” de­mand­ed Re­mo, still squeez­ing. “You want me to let go. Is that

    it? Maybe I’m not ready. Maybe I don’t want to let you go at all. Maybe I want to fin­ish the

    job, you scum.”




    “No, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. His voice was sud­den­ly close. “If you must kill this man, do it

    with a clear mind. Lis­ten to me. Should he die, he takes not on­ly your life but al­so the

    truth of Freya’s fate with him.”




    With a fi­nal sav­age shake of the Dutch­man’s neck, Re­mo let go. His hands were like claws

    as he stood up, his fin­gers clenched so tight­ly they could not ful­ly open.




    “Where?” de­mand­ed Re­mo, his chest heav­ing.




    The Dutch­man curled up like an in­sect that had been set afire. His hands held his throat.

    He coughed rack­ing­ly. It was many min­utes be­fore the cough­ing sub­sid­ed and he was able

    to speak.




    “She is in the House of the Mas­ters. While you were busy chas­ing my im­ages, I placed her

    in one of the steam­er trunks. “




    “You son of a bitch,” hissed Re­mo, go­ing for the Dutch­man’s throat again.




    “No,” Jeremi­ah Pur­cell said, cow­er­ing. “I did not kill her. Think of me what you wish,

    but like you, I am Sinan­ju. To kill a child is for­bid­den. The il­lu­sion of her death was

    on­ly to pro­voke you.”




    “All right,” said Re­mo. “We’ll check it out. You be here when I get back.”




    “Why?”




    “I still want a piece of you. Isn’t that what you want?”




    “Yes,” said the Dutch­man in an un­con­vinc­ing voice. “It is what I want.”




    Chi­un stood over the hud­dled fig­ure in pur­ple silk.




    “I will stand guard over this one while you see to your child, Re­mo.”


  




  

    Chapter 29




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wait­ed un­til Re­mo and Jil­da of Lak­lu­un dis­ap­peared from

    view. He bent over the Dutch­man’s cring­ing form.




    “For­get the pain in your throat,” Chi­un said soft­ly. ” Fo­cus on your breath­ing. My son

    has robbed you of breath, dis­rupt­ing your in­ner har­mo­ny. Take slow sips. Hold them deep in

    the stom­ach be­fore re­leas­ing the bad air. That is it. Good. “




    The Dutch­man found the strength to sit up. His eyes were glazed like a birth­day cake.




    “He was. . . ” The words rat­tled in the throat. The Dutch­man coughed painful­ly.




    “He was stronger than you ex­pect­ed,” fin­ished Chi­un. “Yes. He is a dif­fer­ent Re­mo

    now. He knows who he is. He un­der­stands that he is the avatar of Shi­va on earth. The

    knowl­edge trou­bles him, but he has tak­en an im­por­tant step in his de­vel­op­ment. I

    some­times think he is al­most as pow­er­ful as I. Al­most.”




    “My pow­ers are greater.”




    “Your ca­pac­ity for de­struc­tion is greater, that is all. Nui­hc has taught you well.

    Al­though he is long dust, I still rue the day I taught him Sinan­ju. Are you able to

    walk?”




    The Dutch­man nod­ded. “I think so.”




    “Stand up, then. You will fol­low me in­to the vil­lage.”




    “No. I will wait here for your pupil’s re­turn. “




    “You no longer wish death. I saw it in your face. And Re­mo will sure­ly kill you when he

    re­turns.”




    “I’m not afraid of him,” the Dutch­man said sul­len­ly.




    “You are, whether you ad­mit it or not. And I am afraid for my son. If you agree to fol­low

    me in­to the vil­lage, I will see that you live to see an­oth­er day.”




    “You slew Nui­hc, who was like a fa­ther to me,” said the Dutch­man in a bit­ter voice. “I

    will make no deals with you. “




    “And I will make none with you, car­rion who mur­dered a child of my vil­lage,” blazed

    Chi­un. He slapped the Dutch­man across the face. “If it were with­in my pow­er to snuff out

    your base life with­out ex­tin­guish­ing Re­mo’s with the same stroke, you would now be so much

    scav­enger food. Arise! “




    The Dutch­man stum­bled to his feet. His face was red where Chi­un had slapped him. His eyes

    were strange. “You will come with me to the vil­lage.”




    The Dutch­man nod­ded numbly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju walked two paces be­hind the Dutch­man so that he could watch him at

    all times. The Dutch­man walked un­steadi­ly. His con­fi­dence was gone, Chi­un knew. He had

    al­lowed him­self to be man­han­dled by Re­mo. That was bad enough. But he had al­so dis­played

    cow­ardice in com­bat-​a trait that was con­sid­ered un­Si­nan­ju. The dis­cov­ery that he

    feared death in spite of his boasts had shak­en this white youth. He was still turn­ing the

    re­al­iza­tion over in his mind. What was left of it. For Chi­un knew that the Dutch­man walked

    along the edge of mad­ness. It had been his lot ev­er since he dis­cov­ered his mu­tant

    pow­ers. They had al­ways been ac­com­pa­nied by a strange de­sire to kill, which the Dutch­man

    called the beast. It had nev­er been ful­ly con­trol­lable.




    As they de­scend­ed in­to the shel­tered vil­lage, Chi­un be­gan speak­ing qui­et­ly.




    “You see the square be­low?”




    “Yes,” the Dutch­man said wood­en­ly. “You see my vil­lagers there?”




    “Yes. “




    “When we reach the square, we will walk among my peo­ple. They will be cu­ri­ous. They will

    come close to see you bet­ter. Can you still use your mind pow­ers?”




    “I think so.”




    “Be cer­tain. Imag­ine for me a but­ter­fly. A pret­ty sum­mer but­ter­fly. “




    The Dutch­man con­cen­trat­ed. About his head, black wings flut­tered in the moon­light. A

    but­ter­fly. But Chi­un saw that the but­ter­fly, al­though hav­ing a beau­ti­ful pat­tern to

    its veined wings, had a flam­ing skull for a head. De­spite him­self, Chi­un shud­dered.




    “You will use your pow­er of mind,” Chi­un went on, “in this fash­ion. . . . “




    Re­mo found Freya in the first trunk he opened. His ears had ze­roed in on her heart­beat as

    soon as he en­tered the House of the Mas­ters. Sur­pris­ing­ly, the heart­beat was very

    calm.




    “Are you okay?” Re­mo asked, lift­ing her in­to his arms. Freya looked at him se­ri­ous­ly,

    but her face was un­afraid. “I’m okay. Are you okay?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo laughed. “I’m okay.”




    “Hi, Mom­my.”




    “I would hug you, my child,” Jil­da said warm­ly, hold­ing out her seared arms, “but I

    can­not. Your fa­ther will hug you for me.”




    “What hap­pened to your hands, Mom­my? Did you burn them? “




    “Nev­er mind, child. It is noth­ing.”




    “She takes af­ter you,” Re­mo said ad­mir­ing­ly.




    “How do you mean?”




    “Brave. The both of you. Locked in a trunk for a cou­ple of hours. I’ll bet you didn’t even

    cry, did you?” Re­mo asked Freya.




    “Nope,” replied Freya. “Why should I cry? I knew you’d come to get me out. Isn’t that what

    dad­dies are for?”




    “Yes, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said. “That’s what dad­dies are for. “




    “Did I tell you about my pony?” Freya asked. “His name is Thor. I ride him ev­ery day. “




    “Hush,” said Jil­da. She turned to Re­mo. “As long as the Dutch­man lives, none of us are

    safe. What can you do with him that will not cause your own de­struc­tion?”




    “I don’t know,” an­swered Re­mo. “I’ll think of some­thing, be­cause no one is ev­er go­ing

    to lay a hand on this lit­tle girl again. Right, Freya?”




    “Right,” Freya said stout­ly, mak­ing a lit­tle fist. “We’ll beat him up. Pow!”




    Re­mo set Freya down. He searched Jil­da’s face. “We got­ta talk,” he said se­ri­ous­ly.




    “My arms need at­ten­tion,” she said, hold­ing them up.




    The skin was singed to the el­bow. Re­mo ex­am­ined her care­ful­ly.




    “Not good,” he de­cid­ed. “But not bad. Chi­un knows a lot of heal­ing stuff. I’ll bet he

    can have you swing­ing a sword again in­side of a month.”




    And Re­mo smiled. Jil­da smiled back.




    “I think he wants to be kissed again, Mom­my,” said Freya, look­ing up with in­no­cent

    eyes.




    Re­mo and Jil­da laughed.




    Their laugh­ter was cut short by the sound of com­mo­tion from out­side.




    “Sounds like a ri­ot,” Re­mo said. He made for the door.




    “Stay, Freya,” Jil­da warned, and fol­lowed Re­mo. Re­mo stepped out of the House of the

    Mas­ters and al­most fell over the fig­ure of the Dutch­man. Re­flex­ive­ly he grabbed him by

    his long hair. A thin scream-​not the Dutch­man’s-​pierced his ears.




    “You’re not fool­ing me, Pur­cell,” said Re­mo, toss­ing the Dutch­man to the ground. He

    fell like a rag doll. He must still be weak, Re­mo thought.




    Re­mo had set him­self, in case it was an act, when an­oth­er Dutch­man came around the

    cor­ner.




    Re­mo took the sec­ond Dutch­man by the arm. Again there was no re­sis­tance. But the

    sec­ond Dutch­man point­ed to the first and in an old wom­an’s voice cried, “The evil one. I

    must es­cape.” The sounds of con­fu­sion down in the square grew more fran­tic.




    Drag­ging both Dutch­men to the edge of the hillock on which the House of the Mas­ters

    stood, Re­mo saw a hun­dred fig­ures in pur­ple silk run­ning wild­ly through the vil­lage,

    bump­ing and stum­bling in a fren­zied ef­fort to es­cape each oth­er.




    In their midst, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju danced about like a chick­en run­ning amok.




    “Chi­un?” Re­mo called. “What the hell hap­pened?”




    “Are you blind? Can you not see?” Chi­un shout­ed back. “I see a mil­lion Dutch­men

    ev­ery­where.”




    “That is what I see too,” said Jil­da.




    The gab­ble of Ko­re­an voic­es told Re­mo that each vil­lager saw the oth­ers as Dutch­man.

    They ran from one an­oth­er, not know­ing which one-​if any-​was the re­al Dutch­man.




    “Damn!” said Re­mo. “Chi­un, here’s what you do. Knock ‘em out. Knock them all out. We’ll

    sort them lat­er.” Re­mo took the two Dutch­men in his hands and squeezed nerves in their

    necks. They col­lapsed like de­flat­ed par­ty bal­loons.




    “You watch Freya,” Re­mo told Jil­da, and leapt down to the square.




    It was easy work. Re­mo sim­ply ran through the vil­lage, tak­ing necks at ran­dom. No one

    fought back. Re­mo was too fast, and ev­ery neck he squeezed was as un­re­sist­ing as a

    kit­ten’s. Re­mo worked his way to­ward Chi­un, who was busy per­form­ing the same op­er­ation,

    ex­cept that Re­mo let them lie where they fell and Chi­un made lit­tle piles of pur­ple­clad

    Dutch­men.




    They end­ed up back-​to-​back in the vil­lage square, Dutch­men falling all around their

    feet.




    “What hap­pened?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “He got away and worked his mag­ic. As you can see,” Chi­un ex­plained.




    “You were sup­posed to keep him un­der guard,” Re­mo said, gen­tly low­er­ing a Dutch­man to

    the ground.




    “He re­cov­ered more swift­ly than I ex­pect­ed,” Chi­un com­plained, tak­ing two necks at

    once. Two iden­ti­cal Dutch­men closed their neon-​blue eyes and joined oth­er heaps of

    pur­ple-​clad fig­ures.




    “Dammit, Chi­un. You know how dan­ger­ous he is,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” Chi­un said even­ly. “I know how dan­ger­ous he is. “




    Af­ter the en­tire square be­came lit­tered with un­con­scious Dutch­men, Re­mo and Chi­un

    worked their way out to the huts and hov­els of the vil­lage. They found oth­er Dutch­men

    cow­er­ing un­der the raised floors and in dark­ened rooms. They dragged ev­ery last one in­to

    the open.




    “I think this is the last,” said Chi­un, lug­ging a body over his frail shoul­ders and

    de­posit­ing him in a pile.




    “How can you tell?” asked Re­mo, join­ing him.




    “Be­cause I count 334 Dutch­men. “




    “So? “




    “That is pre­cise­ly the num­ber of vil­lagers in Sinan­ju.”




    “That means we don’t have the right one.”




    “Re­al­ly, Re­mo,” said Chi­un, sur­vey­ing his hand­iwork with a cer­tain pride. “That

    should be ob­vi­ous to you. If the true Dutch­man had suc­cumbed, his il­lu­sion would have

    van­ished with his con­scious­ness.”




    “Yeah, you’re right. What do we do now?”




    “I think I saw some­one run­ning to­ward the East Road. Did you in­ter­cept one of the false

    Dutch­man go­ing that way? “




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “Then I sug­gest you go swift­ly along the East Road if you wish to set­tle with your

    en­emy. “




    “You seem aw­ful­ly ea­ger to see me go,” Re­mo said sus­pi­cious­ly.




    Chi­un shrugged. “I can­not stop you if you are bent up­on your own de­struc­tion.”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed.




    “Or you can help me sort my vil­lagers. Per­haps the Dutch­man is among them.”




    “I’ll see you lat­er,” Re­mo said even­ly, tak­ing off.




    “I will guard your wom­an and your child while you are gone,” said Chi­un loud­ly. Un­der

    his breath he added, “On your wild-​goose chase.”




    Re­mo Williams took the in­land road away from the vil­lage of Sinan­ju. A sim­ple dirt

    road, it ran for sev­er­al hun­dred yards and sud­den­ly di­verged in­to three su­per­high­ways

    that were bare of traf­fic. Be­yond the hori­zon, the smoky glow of the most heav­ily

    in­dus­tri­al­ized sec­tion of North Ko­rea ob­scured the stars. The bite of chem­ical wastes

    abrad­ed Re­mo’s lungs. Al­though the East Road was de­sert­ed, Re­mo set off at a dead run. If

    the Dutch­man had tak­en this road, Re­mo would catch up with him. But some­how Re­mo didn’t

    think the Dutch­man had tak­en the East Road at all. He had known Chi­un too long and he

    fig­ured this was one of his tricks. But Re­mo was not sure, so he ran and ran, eat­ing up

    miles of black as­phalt with his feet and get­ting fur­ther and fur­ther away, he sus­pect­ed,

    from his ul­ti­mate en­emy on earth.




    In Sinan­ju, the vil­lagers be­gan to wake up. Their re­sem­blance to the Dutch­man fad­ed

    slow­ly, like a dou­ble ex­po­sure. The phe­nomenon told the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that the

    Dutch­man had es­caped safe­ly.




    Chi­un roused some of the slow ones with mas­sag­ing fin­gers ap­plied to their necks. It

    in­creased the flow of oxy­gen-​car­ry­ing blood to their brains, re­viv­ing them faster than a

    shot of stim­ulant.




    Jil­da watched with Freya at her side.




    “What if Re­mo does not come back?” she asked.




    “He will,” Chi­un said ab­sent­ly.




    “Not if he finds the Dutch­man.”




    “He will not. I told Re­mo that the Dutch­man took the East Road. If he de­cides to be­lieve

    me, he will take the East Road and waste his time. If he chose not to be­lieve me, he will take

    ei­ther the North or South road.”




    “I un­der­stand,” said Jil­da. “There is on­ly a one-​in-​three chance that Re­mo took the

    cor­rect road.”




    “No,” said Chi­un, whis­per­ing en­cour­age­ment to a wak­ing vil­lager. “The chance is none

    in three. The Dutch­man took the shore road.”




    “Then why did you send Re­mo along the East Road?”




    “Be­cause I have spent two decades train­ing him and do not wish to lose him

    fool­ish­ly.”




    “He will know he has been tricked.”




    “Re­mo is used to be­ing tricked. If his mind were as strong as his body, he would be the

    great­est Mas­ter Sinan­ju has ev­er known.”




    “None of us are safe as long as the Dutch­man lives.”




    “I do not claim to have achieved a so­lu­tion to this prob­lem,” Chi­un said, shoo­ing the

    last of his vil­lagers away. “On­ly that I have post­poned one trag­ic re­sult.”




    The three stood alone in the silent vil­lage square. The on­ly light came from the moon.

    Chi­un took in a deep breath of sea air. It was cold and bit­ter.




    When Re­mo re­turned, his shoul­ders sloped de­ject­ed­ly. “He got away,” he said.




    “Is that a bad thing?” asked Chi­un.




    “We got­ta get him. Now. To­day. This can’t go on. We can’t have him hang­ing over our lives

    like this.”




    “I think it is not my life he hangs over,” said Chi­un. “I think it is yours. And are you so

    ea­ger to end your life that you will pur­sue your in­evitable mu­tu­al de­struc­tion with this

    man? “




    “If we’re go­ing to die be­cause of one an­oth­er, I’d rather get it over with,” Re­mo said

    se­ri­ous­ly.




    “How white,” Chi­un re­marked nas­ti­ly. “Oh, it is too much of a bur­den to wait and plan a

    so­lu­tion to my prob­lem. I would rather com­mit sui­cide than live in such

    un­cer­tain­ty.”




    “It’s not that way, Chi­un, and you know it.”




    “Oh? Then how is it, Re­mo? You can­not kill this man. Let him go lick his wounds. You are

    stronger than he is. He knows that now. Per­haps he will nev­er re­turn.”




    “You’re for­get­ting that he killed Mah-​Li.”




    “And you are for­get­ting that be­side you stand your child and the wom­an who bore

    her.”




    “That’s ex­act­ly why I have to take care of the Dutch­man,” Re­mo said. “Don’t you see

    that? They’re not safe as long as he’s alive. He won’t stop un­til he’s mur­dered ev­ery­one in

    my life. I’m go­ing af­ter him. Are you go­ing to tell me which way he went-​or am I go­ing to

    have to waste a lot of pre­cious time?”




    “Very well,” Chi­un said, draw­ing him­self up proud­ly. “He took the shore road.”




    “See you lat­er, then.”




    “If that is your wish. You will miss the fu­ner­al. But it does not mat­ter. A per­son so

    bent on self-​de­struc­tion that he would leave with­out say­ing good-​bye to his on­ly child

    and the child’s moth­er is ob­vi­ous­ly above paus­ing to pay his re­spects to the wom­an he

    al­most mar­ried. The wom­an he claims to have loved.”




    Re­mo stopped in his tracks. He did not turn around. “Post­pone the fu­ner­al,” he said.




    “Sinan­ju law. Buri­al must be on the evening of the pass­ing of the vil­lager. I can­not

    bend Sinan­ju law, not even for you. But go. I will tell the vil­lagers that you would not

    at­tend the fu­ner­al be­cause you did not tru­ly love her. I have been say­ing it for months,

    and now you are prov­ing it to me.”




    Re­mo turned to face the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The re­solve van­ished from his face. “You

    al­ways have an an­swer, don’t you, Chi­un?”




    “No,” said Chi­un, turn­ing his back on Re­mo. “It is you who al­ways have a prob­lem. But I

    like that in you. It makes life so in­ter­est­ing. Now, let us bury our dead.”


  




  

    Chapter 30




    Cold moon­light washed the fu­ner­al of the maid­en Mah-​Li like an as­trin­gent

    so­lu­tion.




    The fu­ner­al pro­ces­sion be­gan in front of the House of the Mas­ters. The en­tire

    vil­lage wore white, the tra­di­tion­al Ko­re­an col­or of mourn­ing. Vil­lagers car­ried the

    rose­wood cof­fin on a palan­quin. Re­mo and Chi­un walked just ahead of the lit­ter, the

    re­main­ing vil­lagers trail­ing be­hind, car­ry­ing in­cense burn­ers and mak­ing no more

    noise than the sea mists rolling off the bay.




    Jil­da walked in the rear, her arms ban­daged, Freya be­side her.




    The pro­ces­sion fol­lowed the shore road to the plum-​tree-​shad­ed buri­al ground of the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju. Ev­ery Sinan­ju vil­lager was en­ti­tled to a mound of dirt in the

    buri­al plot, with a small stone or pil­lar to mark his or her life.




    The palan­quin was set on the ground be­side an open hole. Af­ter a mo­ment of si­lence in

    which the vil­lagers were al­lowed a fi­nal view of the face of the de­ceased, the cof­fin was

    closed.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju watched his pupil, Re­mo Williams, as the lid closed on the face of

    his beloved for the fi­nal time. There was no ex­pres­sion on his face. No shock, no grief, no

    noth­ing. Chi­un’s parch­ment coun­te­nance frowned.




    Chi­un stepped be­fore the vil­lagers.




    “Think not that Mah-​Li is dead,” he said, look­ing square­ly at Re­mo. “She was a flow­er

    whose per­fume has made our lives sweet­er, but all flow­ers with­er. Some with age, some by

    dis­ease, and oth­ers by cru­el acts. So it was here. But let this be said of Mah-​Li, if

    noth­ing else. That she was a flow­er who left us while her per­fume was still fra­grant in our

    nos­trils, and our last sight of her face gave us the plea­sure of her smooth skin and her

    in­no­cent na­ture. No one will re­mem­ber this child as stooped or wrin­kled or in­firm. I

    de­cree that fu­ture gen­er­ations, when they speak of Mah-​Li, will know her as Mah-​Li the

    Flow­er.” Chi­un paused.




    The vil­lagers wept silent­ly. On­ly Re­mo stood un­moved. “Be­fore we let the maid­en

    Mah-​Li set­tle in­to her fi­nal rest, I will ask her beloved, my adopt­ed son, Re­mo, to speak

    of her mem­ory.”




    Re­mo stepped for­ward like a robot. He looked down at the cof­fin.




    “A year ago I took a vow to pro­tect this vil­lage and ev­ery­one in it,” Re­mo said. “My

    vow to you to­day is that the man who did this will pay dear­ly. No mat­ter what it costs me.”

    And Re­mo stepped back.




    Chi­un, un­set­tled by the raw edge in Re­mo’s voice, sig­naled for the cof­fin to be

    low­ered in­to the ground. Shov­els be­gan cut­ting in­to the mound of loose dirt be­side the

    hole, and with dull, fi­nal sounds, clods of bar­ren earth fell up­on the cof­fin.




    The peo­ple of Sinan­ju stood re­spect­ful­ly as the cof­fin was cov­ered. Ex­cept Re­mo

    Williams. With­out a word, he stormed off.




    Chi­un low­ered his head sad­ly. Tonight, he thought, felt like the end of so many

    things.




    Re­mo took the shore road, the wind whip­ping the loose cot­ton of his white fu­ner­al

    cos­tume. He had no des­ti­na­tion in mind. He was just walk­ing.




    He came to the house he had built with his own hands and nev­er fin­ished. The door­way

    gaped cav­ernous­ly like the eye of a skull. There was a hole in one wall, where the Dutch­man

    had hurled him, and no roof. It was the fi­nal touch he had not got­ten around to.




    Re­mo stepped in­side. The in­te­ri­or was a sin­gle square room filled with starlight so

    bright Re­mo could see the hairs on the back of his hand clear­ly. He squat­ted in the mid­dle

    of the room and lift­ed his face to the sky. It was bril­liant with stars. They lay in wreaths

    and pools, like di­amonds awash in ce­les­tial milk. In all his years in Amer­ica, Re­mo had

    nev­er seen such a beau­ti­ful night sky. Its haunt­ing glo­ry made him want to cry. But he

    knew that if he shed tears now, they would not be in trib­ute to the beau­ty of cre­ation, but

    over the waste of earthy dreams.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ap­peared in the door­way. He said noth­ing. Re­mo did not

    ac­knowl­edge his pres­ence, al­though both men knew that each was aware of the oth­er.




    Fi­nal­ly Chi­un spoke.




    “It is cus­tom­ary to speak of the cher­ished mem­ory of a loved one at a fu­ner­al, not to

    voice vengeance.”




    If Chi­un ex­pect­ed an an­swer, he was dis­ap­point­ed. Re­mo con­tin­ued to ig­nore

    him.




    Re­al­iz­ing that his pupil was not go­ing to take the bait, Chi­un asked in a gen­tler

    voice, “What is it you do here, my son?”




    Re­mo’s throat worked as he strug­gled to an­swer. His words were thick.




    “I was try­ing to vi­su­al­ize how it would have been.”




    “Ah,” said Chi­un, un­der­stand­ing.




    “I’m try­ing to imag­ine the fur­ni­ture,” Re­mo went on in a dis­tant voice. “Where the

    cook­ing fire would be, how the noo­dles would be dry­ing out in the court­yard with the

    radish­es in their big rat­tan bowls. The sleep­ing mats would be over there. How ev­ery

    morn­ing she would wake me up with a kiss. I keep try­ing to see the chil­dren we won’t ev­er

    have. And you know what, Chi­un?” Re­mo said, his voice crack­ing.




    “What?”




    “I can’t,” Re­mo said, chok­ing on the words. Chi­un frowned.




    “I can’t imag­ine it. No mat­ter how hard I try, I can’t imag­ine how it would be. For a

    sol­id year I day­dreamed about it all the time. I knew ex­act­ly how it would feel and smell

    and taste, but now I can’t even bring back the mem­ory of that dream.”




    Re­mo buried his head in his arms.




    Chi­un stepped in­side and set­tled in­to a lo­tus po­si­tion be­fore his pupil. He

    wait­ed.




    “Why can’t I do that, Chi­un? Why can’t I bring back the mem­ory? It’s all I have left.”




    “Be­cause you know it was on­ly a dream, and you have awak­ened from it.”




    Re­mo looked up. For the first time since the fu­ner­al pro­ces­sion, his face reg­is­tered

    emo­tion. An­guish. His eyes were like old pen­nies, worn and im­pos­si­bly sad.




    “I had such plans, Chi­un. Sinan­ju was go­ing to be my home. No more Smith, no more

    killing. No more of any of it. Why couldn’t I be hap­py? Just once. Fi­nal­ly. Af­ter all the

    shit I’ve had to live through.”




    “Let me ex­plain some­thing to you, Re­mo,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said qui­et­ly. “That

    which you call the ’shit,’ that is life. Life is strug­gle. Do you think hap­pi­ness can come

    to one such as you by liv­ing peace­ful­ly in a small ug­ly vil­lage sur­round­ed by back­ward

    peas­ants? No. Not you. Not I. Why do you think I have lived in Amer­ica these last two

    decades? Be­cause I en­joy breath­ing brown air? To live is to strug­gle. To con­tin­ue to

    ex­ist is to re­spond to chal­lenge.”




    “My life is screwed up,” said Re­mo.




    “You are the finest ex­am­ple of hu­man pow­er to walk the earth in our time-​next to me, of

    course-​and you say that your life is screwed up. You be­long, not to me, not to Mah-​Li, not

    even to Jil­da and lit­tle Freya, Re­mo, but to a greater des­tiny. You act as if your life is

    over when tru­ly it is just be­gin­ning. “




    “I grew up in an or­phan­age. Hav­ing a fam­ily I could call my own was my great­est dream.

    I’d give up Sinan­ju for a nor­mal life, a house with a white pick­et fence, and a wife and

    kids.”




    “No, you would not. You say it, but in your heart you do not mean it.”




    “How would you know what I mean?”




    “I know you. Per­haps bet­ter than you do your­self.”




    “It’s such a sim­ple dream,” Re­mo said. “Why can’t it come true for me?”




    “I re­mem­ber when I mar­ried,” said Chi­un. “I, too, was filled with such yearn­ings. I

    mar­ried young, and my wife, al­though beau­ti­ful on our wed­ding day, grew shrill and old

    be­fore her time. Have I ev­er told you about my wife?”




    “Yeah. And I don’t want to hear it again.”




    “Too bad. I am go­ing to tell you any­way. In the past, you heard the lessons of past

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju from my lips. Of Wang, of Kung, of lit­tle Gi. But I have nev­er told you

    the great les­son of the Mas­ter Chi­un.”




    “Wrong. I know that one by heart,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly. “Nev­er ac­cept checks.”




    “I will ig­nore that,” said Chi­un, his squeaky voice drop­ping in­to the dra­mat­ic tone he

    used when telling lessons of past Mas­ters. “I have al­ways told you that my wife was bar­ren,

    and hav­ing no heir, I was forced to train the son of my broth­er-​in-​law, Nui­hc, in the art

    of Sinan­ju.”




    “Yeah,” in­ter­rupt­ed Re­mo. “And Nui­hc went off to free­lance for him­self, sent no

    trib­ute back to the vil­lage, and you were left with­out a pupil. Un­til Smith hired you to

    train me. And even though I was a white who couldn’t keep his el­bow straight, you made do. And

    we took care of Nui­hc. But he had trained Pur­cell, so now we have the same old prob­lem of a

    rene­gade Mas­ter. He just wears a dif­fer­ent face. Did I leave any­thing out?”




    “How elo­quent,” Chi­un said tart­ly. “But I have nev­er told you the full sto­ry. About the

    time I had a son of my own. I will tell you that sto­ry now.”




    “Go ahead. I’m not go­ing any­where,” Re­mo said re­signed­ly, but the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    rec­og­nized the first stir­rings of in­ter­est in his voice.




    “The son who was born to me was named Song. He was a fine boy, lean of limb, with skin like

    tal­low and in­tel­li­gent eyes. I took him as my pupil, of course. And as the years passed, my

    heart swelled with pride as he learned, first the breath­ing, then the ear­ly ex­er­cis­es. He

    learned quick­ly, and the quick­er he learned, the faster I pushed him along the path to

    great­ness.”




    “Sounds fa­mil­iar,” said Re­mo.




    “Oh, do not think that I have trained you hard. I have trained you rig­or­ous­ly, but

    com­pared to my dead son, Song, you have been loaf­ing through the stages of Sinan­ju. In

    truth, I pushed too hard. I have nev­er ad­mit­ted this to any­one, but I killed my own

    son.”




    “You, Chi­un? That’s ter­ri­ble.”




    “I did not kill with a stroke, or a blow, or a kick. I did not spill his blood with my own

    hands. I killed with pride. It was the first day of the spring, when the vil­lagers were

    fly­ing their kites to wel­come the sea­son. My son wished to join them. He was but eight. His

    ninth sum­mer lay ahead of him, but it would be a sum­mer as dark as night-​al­though no one

    knew that on the day I tore his kite from his hands and marched him to Mount Paek­tu­san.




    “We stood at the bot­tom of Mount Paek­tu­san. And I said to my son, ‘If you are tru­ly the

    son of my wife, you will climb Mount Paek­tu­san in one day.’ And my son say to me, ‘O my

    fa­ther, I can­not. It is too high and my hands are too small.’




    “And I said to him, ‘The Mas­ter Go climbed Mount Paek­tu­san when he was nine. Be­fore him,

    no Mas­ter had climbed Mount Paek­tu­san be­fore his twelfth sum­mer. I see great­ness in you,

    and un­less you wish to give the lie to my judg­ment, you will climb this peak be­fore your

    ninth birth­day. Be­gin now.’ “




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju smoothed the lap of his mourn­ing ki­mono with thought­ful hands

    be­fore go­ing on. “Re­luc­tant­ly my son be­gan his climb. I sat in the melt­ing spring snows

    to await him. I knew he would not make it on his first try, but I was de­ter­mined that he

    would one day suc­ceed, and if nec­es­sary, I would bring him to the base of Mount Paek­tu­san

    ev­ery day un­til he suc­ceed­ed or the sum­mer rains made me a fool.”




    “He didn’t make it,” Re­mo said.




    “On the first day,” con­tin­ued Chi­un, “I watched him as­cend un­til he was a spi­der speck

    against the snows of the high moun­tain and he dis­ap­peared in­to the up­per mists. He had

    gone very high. I could tell, be­cause at times falls of snow in­di­cat­ed that he was near­ing

    the sum­mit. I re­mem­ber a mo­ment on that day when I was very, very proud. But time passed,

    and my son did not de­scend from Mount Paek­tu­san. I wait­ed, de­ter­mined that if he reached

    the sum­mit on his own, he would de­scend on his own. I was stub­born. The sun set on my pride

    and it arose up­on a stub­born young man-​for I was young in those days-​and when my son did

    not re­turn, I scaled the peak to reach him, an­gry and in­tend­ing to be­rate him for his lack

    of re­solve.




    “I found him near the sum­mit,” Chi­un said soft­ly, look­ing at his hands in his lap. “To

    this day, I do not know if he fell try­ing to reach the sum­mit or while climb­ing down from

    it. The last of the snow had melt­ed that morn­ing, and there were no traces of his climb. My

    son lay on a wet out­crop­ping, where he had fall­en and dashed his head. He had been dead for

    many hours, but it had tak­en him many hours to die. Had I been less stub­born, I might have

    found him in time. I car­ried his body home to his moth­er, and from that day on she nev­er had

    a civ­il word for me, nor would she al­low me to en­ter her so that I would have an­oth­er son

    and an op­por­tu­ni­ty for atone­ment. In time, age did make her bar­ren, as I have told you in

    the past. But in truth, she did not trust me with an­oth­er child.”




    “Why didn’t you di­vorce her and re­mar­ry?”




    “In Sinan­ju, one mar­ries for life.”




    “Life sucks some­times,” said Re­mo.




    “When you are Mas­ter you may write that in the scrolls of Sinan­ju, if that is your wish.

    But there are wor­thi­er thoughts. “




    “I can’t help how I feel.”




    “How do you feel?”




    “How do you think I feel? I lost my bride-​to-​be, and the wom­an who moth­ered my daugh­ter

    is afraid to have me around. All be­cause of one man. “




    “And so you will seek re­venge, even though it costs you your life.”




    “What else do I have?”




    “Me.”




    “What?”




    Chi­un searched Re­mo’s face hope­ful­ly. “You have me. Have I meant noth­ing to you, that

    you would kill your­self and de­prive an old man of his last chance for atone­ment?”




    “I don’t owe you any­thing. Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter that trick you pulled at the wed­ding.”




    “I saved you from a hor­ror. Had you mar­ried what you thought was Mah-​Li, the Dutch­man

    would have re­vealed him­self to you at a mo­ment of great in­ti­ma­cy. I spared you that.”




    “You didn’t know it was the Dutch­man at the cer­emo­ny. Don’t you take cred­it for that.

    Don’t you dare take cred­it for that.”




    Chi­un smiled to him­self. Anger. Good. Re­mo was com­ing out of his de­pressed

    self-​ab­sorp­tion.




    “I do not claim to have pri­or knowl­edge of the de­cep­tion, true,” Chi­un ad­mit­ted. “But

    the good I did still stands. You can­not dis­agree with that.”




    “You al­ways twist things around so that they turn out in your fa­vor,” Re­mo said.




    “True,” agreed Chi­un. “Af­ter I lost my son, I learned to trans­form de­feat in­to

    vic­to­ry, er­rors in­to de­tours, not end­ings. I promised my­self that I would nev­er feel

    such bit­ter dis­ap­point­ment again in my life.”




    “I al­ways won­dered why you did some of the things you did. “




    “Be­cause I am Chi­un,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “But do not think that be­cause I did

    not know of the Dutch­man’s de­cep­tion, my mo­tives were self­ish.”




    “Here we go again,” said Re­mo bit­ter­ly. “Here’s where you do it to me again. Okay,

    Chi­un, give me your ex­pla­na­tion. Tell me how wreck­ing my wed­ding was for my own good. And

    make it good, be­cause if you don’t con­vince me, I’m walk­ing out of this place and you’re

    nev­er go­ing to see me again. You un­der­stand? End of part­ner­ship. We’re through.”




    Chi­un drew him­self up so that his sit­ting pos­ture was per­fect, the spine aligned with

    the pelvis and the head sit­ting square to the up­per ver­te­brae.




    “Re­mem­ber this time a year ago, when you brought me back to Sinan­ju?” Chi­un asked.




    “You were sick. Or fak­ing sick­ness. You want­ed to come back to Sinan­ju for good.”




    “Fak­ing or not,” said Chi­un, “you thought I lay near death. And in your grief, you sought

    so­lace. Do you re­mem­ber your first meet­ing with Mah-​Li?”




    “Yeah. She wore a veil to hide her face be­cause the oth­er vil­lagers thought she was

    ug­ly. They called her Mah-​Li the Beast. She was gor­geous, but by the screwed-​up ide­als of

    Sinan­ju beau­ty, she was home­ly.”




    “When did you first fall in love with her?”




    “Al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. It was love at first sight.”




    “Yet you did not see her face on that first meet­ing. How could you love at first sight when

    you had no sight of her veiled face?”




    “I don’t know. It was her voice, the way she made me feel good all over. She was lone­ly, an

    or­phan like me.”




    “Pre­cise­ly,” said Chi­un.




    “Pre­cise­ly what?” Re­mo asked.




    “You were lone­ly. You thought the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju-​the on­ly per­son you cared for in

    life-​was dy­ing. You reached out to the near­est per­son you saw to fill the void in your

    ex­is­tence. “




    “You’d bet­ter not be say­ing that I didn’t love her.”




    “I am not say­ing that. Love is learned. This love at first sight is a West­ern con­cept. A

    ra­tio­nal­iza­tion of a nec­es­sary but in­con­ve­nient urge. How long did you know

    Mah-​Li?”




    “A few weeks. I don’t know.”




    “Less than a month,” said Chi­un. “And you knew her on­ly a day when you came to me to ask

    my bless­ing for your mar­riage. Yet a month lat­er when I stole away from Sinan­ju in the

    night, you left your love-​at-​first-​sight and fol­lowed me to Amer­ica. And when I told you I

    in­tend­ed to re­main in Amer­ica for a full year, did you re­turn to your be­trothed? No, you

    chose to re­main with me.”




    “I was wor­ried about you. I thought of Mah-​Li ev­ery day. “




    “Did you send for her? Did you say, ‘Mah-​Li, come to Amer­ica where we will be wed’?”




    “No,” said Re­mo slow­ly. “I want­ed to be mar­ried in Sinan­ju. “




    “So you say. But I say that had you met in oth­er cir­cum­stances, had Mah-​Li been a

    Ko­re­an liv­ing in Amer­ica and you passed her on the street, you would not have giv­en her a

    sec­ond look. You thought I was dy­ing and you found a Ko­re­an maid who, in her sweet­ness and

    in­tel­li­gence, was ap­peal­ing to you. And so you took her for your be­trothed to fill the

    com­ing void. When my health mirac­ulous­ly im­proved, that void was healed and there was no

    need for her in your life.”




    “I loved her!” Re­mo shout­ed.




    “You came to love her. You start­ed to love her. You saw her as the ful­fill­ment of your

    dream of hap­pi­ness. But in truth, you bare­ly knew her. This is why you did not cry at her

    fu­ner­al. I watched you, Re­mo. No tears fell from your face. There was anger, yes. But not

    true grief. In fact, she was near­ly a stranger to you. De­ny this if you dare.”




    “Her death hasn’t sunk in yet,” said Re­mo. “Hey, I loved her. “




    “You loved the dream. You loved what Mah-​Li rep­re­sent­ed to you-​your sil­ly white house

    and pick­et fence. I un­der­stood this even if you did not.”




    “And you think that gave you the right to bust up the wed­ding? That’s lame, Chi­un. Even

    for you. I’ll be see­ing you around,” added Re­mo, head­ing for the door.




    Re­mo stopped at the thresh­old with Chi­un’s next words.




    “I in­ter­fered with your wed­ding be­cause you had a daugh­ter you did not know. If it was

    your wish to mar­ry, I would not have stopped you, even be­liev­ing as I did that it was a

    mis­take. But you had to see your own child first. You had to con­front the re­al­ity that you

    had caused life to be brought in­to the world and weigh your new re­spon­si­bil­ity against

    this fan­ta­sy of yours.”




    Re­mo stood at the door­way un­mov­ing.




    “The love you had felt for Jil­da of Lak­lu­un was a ca­su­al­ty of the Dutch­man. Did you

    think that liv­ing in Sinan­ju would have pro­tect­ed Mah-​Li from his wrath? That is a les­son

    you have learned in the bit­ter­est way imag­in­able. Just as I learned one of my own long

    be­fore you were born. “




    “As soon as Jil­da came back,” Re­mo said weak­ly, “all my old feel­ings for her

    re­turned.”




    “Be­cause now she rep­re­sents your dream. And can you say whom you loved more, of these two

    wom­en?”




    “I nev­er slept with Mah-​Li, you know. I want­ed to do it the old-​fash­ioned way. Wait for

    the hon­ey­moon.”




    “What are you say­ing? That be­cause you had lain with one and not the oth­er, you can­not

    com­pare them? That is un­wor­thy of you, Re­mo. “




    Re­mo shook his head. “No, it’s not that. I was just think­ing out loud. I don’t know, I’m

    all con­fused. I’ve got to clear my head. I have de­ci­sions to make.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un, climb­ing to his feet. “You have many de­ci­sions to make. Whether to

    live or to die. Whether to be a fa­ther or to walk away from fa­ther­hood. Whether to

    con­tin­ue as my pupil or to go your way. But ei­ther way you choose, Re­mo, you will have to

    walk through shit. For that is life.”




    Chi­un stepped out in­to the cold night.




    “I am go­ing to my home,” he said solemn­ly. “If you wish, you may come with me. There will

    be a fire.”




    “I’d rather be alone right now,” said Re­mo, look­ing at the house that was all he owned in

    the world.




    “Just as long as you un­der­stand that your de­ci­sion af­fects more than you alone. If you

    make the wrong de­ci­sion, lit­tle Freya is an or­phan-​and I am once again sit­ting at the

    bot­tom of Mount Paek­tu­san, a stub­born and child­less man.”




    “I’ll let you know, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “You know what hurts the worst? The last

    time I saw Mah-​Li alive, it wasn’t her. It was that bas­tard Pur­cell.”




    “And my son was dead even as I be­rat­ed him in my mind for his fail­ure. We have that

    empti­ness in com­mon, you and I.”




    And Chi­un walked off, grate­ful that what­ev­er Re­mo de­cid­ed, he had once again called

    him Lit­tle Fa­ther. It still felt good, even af­ter all these years.




    Re­mo watched the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju go and turned his at­ten­tion to the house. He had

    built it bare-​hand­ed, break­ing the bam­boo with deft chops, split­ting it with his

    fin­ger­nails to make the floor. It was on­ly a shell. It had nev­er been more than a shell,

    roof­less and soli­tary. Like my life up to now, Re­mo thought bit­ter­ly.




    Re­mo kicked at one wall. It wob­bled, then crashed mushi­ly. He at­tacked the re­main­ing

    walls, tear­ing them apart, rip­ping up the floor and hurl­ing shoots of bam­boo high in­to the

    air. One by one, they splashed in­to the bar­ren wa­ters of the West Ko­rea Bay and were borne

    away like the frag­ments of a dream. His dream.




    When he was done, Re­mo stood on the bare earth where the house no longer ex­ist­ed. The

    tears came then. Fi­nal­ly. They flood­ed out and he sank to the ground sob­bing.




    When they stopped, Re­mo got up and scuffed the dirt smooth un­til there was noth­ing to

    show that a dream had ev­er been built on the site.




    Re­mo took the shore path, back in­to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju. Ev­ery­thing was clear

    now.


  




  

    Chapter 31




    Sun­rise found the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­scrib­ing a fresh scroll. He heard Re­mo Williams

    climb­ing the hill, and notic­ing his firm and con­fi­dent step, con­tin­ued writ­ing.




    “I’ve de­cid­ed,” Re­mo said from the open door.




    “I know,” replied the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, not look­ing up from his cal­lig­ra­phy.




    “I’m go­ing back to Amer­ica,” Re­mo an­nounced.




    “I know,” said Chi­un.




    “You couldn’t know that.”




    “I knew it a year ago.”




    “No way,” said Re­mo. “Don’t try to con me with that tired Ori­en­tal-​wis­dom rou­tine.

    That went out with Char­lie Chan. You couldn’t know.”




    “Re­mem­ber a day last year when you barged in on my med­ita­tion? You had great plans for

    Sinan­ju, you said. You want­ed to put in elec­tric­ity, run­ning wa­ter, and-​ugh!-toi­lets.

    “




    “I thought they were im­prove­ments. There’s plen­ty of gold. The vil­lage can af­ford

    it.”




    “For thou­sands of years the vil­lage of Sinan­ju has been con­sid­ered the pearl of Asia,”

    Chi­un re­cit­ed. “Long be­fore there was an Amer­ica. Men have come here seek­ing pow­er and

    gold and jew­els. In­stead, they find a ramshack­le fish­ing vil­lage where the men do not

    fish, the wom­an are no bet­ter than scullery maids and the chil­dren un­couth. They find

    squalor. And they move on, con­vinced that the leg­ends are false or that the true Sinan­ju

    lies be­yond the next hori­zon. And so my peo­ple and my trea­sure have re­mained safe for

    cen­turies. “




    “Thanks for the les­son, but that doesn’t ex­plain how you could know a year ago that I

    would de­cide to re­turn to Amer­ica. “




    “By the very act of in­tend­ing these so-​called im­prove­ments, my son, you were show­ing

    me that you were al­ready home­sick. It was your in­ten­tion, whether you re­al­ized it or not,

    to re­make this vil­lage in the im­age of your place of child­hood, Newark, New Jer­sey.”

    Chi­un’s nose wrin­kled dis­taste­ful­ly. “How clever you are. If there is a less de­sir­able

    spot on the crust of the earth than my lit­tle vil­lage, it is there.”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “Im­prove­ments,” he said at last.




    “I will not ar­gue. You wish to re­turn to Amer­ica. Is that all?”




    “The Dutch­man said he killed Smith. I want to know if it’s true. I owe him for that, as

    well as for Mah-​Li. Then I’m go­ing to bring him to Amer­ican jus­tice.”




    “Sinan­ju jus­tice is more ab­so­lute.”




    “I’ll on­ly kill him if I have no choice.”




    “Why don’t you sim­ply sit down and slit your throat? You will be dead, and the Dutch­man,

    be­ing en­twined with your des­tiny, will die. This will save you a long jour­ney, not to

    men­tion plane fare.”




    “Af­ter I take care of the Dutch­man,” Re­mo went on, “I’m go­ing to ask Jil­da to mar­ry

    me.”




    “I doubt that. Af­ter you take care of the Dutch­man you will be dead. Even if a dead man

    can pro­pose mar­riage, I doubt a liv­ing wom­an will ac­cept. But she is white. Who knows? You

    can still hope.”




    “What about you?”




    “What about me? I am like an onion that awaits peel­ing. There are so many fas­ci­nat­ing

    lay­ers. Where shall I be­gin?”




    “You can come if you want. To Amer­ica, I mean.”




    “Why would I want to? I have al­ready car­ried one dead son home to Sinan­ju. I think that

    is my al­lot­ment in life.”




    “Well, if you don’t want to . . .”




    “I did not say that,” Chi­un said abrupt­ly, putting down his quill. “I asked. It was a

    rhetor­ical ques­tion.”




    Re­mo’s face bright­ened. “Then you’re com­ing?”




    “On­ly to see if Smith is in truth dead. It is a mi­nor fact, but nec­es­sary if I am to

    fin­ish the scrolls per­tain­ing to my ser­vice in Amer­ica.”




    “What­ev­er,” Re­mo said non­cha­lant­ly. He pre­tend­ed to ex­am­ine a Per­sian wall

    hang­ing so that Chi­un could not see his re­lieved ex­pres­sion.




    “But I have an­oth­er, more im­por­tant, rea­son.”




    “Yeah? What’s that?” Re­mo asked.




    “You are an or­phan.”




    “What kind of cocka­mam­mie rea­son is that?”




    “The best kind. Who else is there to bury your mis­er­able car­cass af­ter you have

    squan­dered your life?”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo: Af­ter a pause he said, “I’d like to leave as soon as pos­si­ble.”




    “What is stop­ping you?”




    “Don’t you have to pack?”




    “I have been packed for the last year, in an­tic­ipa­tion of your de­ci­sion. You will find

    my steam­er trunks in the stor­age room. Be so good as to car­ry them to the edge of the

    vil­lage. A he­li­copter from Py­ongyang is al­ready on its way to trans­port us to the

    air­port. I have pur­chased the air­line tick­ets with my own mon­ey. First class for me and

    coach for you.”




    “Bull!” said Re­mo. “Even you couldn’t be that sure of your­self.” Then he heard the

    whut-​whut-​whut of a he­li­copter in flight. Re­mo sub­sid­ed.




    “You had best hur­ry,” sug­gest­ed Chi­un, blot­ting the writ­ing on his scroll. “I have

    char­tered the he­li­copter by the hour. “




    The vil­lage came out to watch the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju de­part. The lazy whirl of the

    he­li­copter blades fanned their strick­en faces.




    “Do not fear, my peo­ple,” Chi­un called from the he­li­copter’s side. “For I will re­turn

    soon­er than you think. Un­til then, faith­ful Pullyang will head the vil­lage.”




    Re­mo load­ed the last steam­er trunk in­to a hatch on the he­li­copter’s skin. Then he

    looked around for Jil­da. She stood a lit­tle off from the vil­lagers, hold­ing Freya’s tiny

    hand. The he­li­copter blades picked up speed.




    “Come, Re­mo,” Chi­un said, climb­ing aboard.




    “Hold your hors­es,” said Re­mo, walk­ing to­ward Jil­da. “I have to go,” Re­mo told her.

    “But I’ll be back. Will you wait for me?”




    “Where do you go, Re­mo?”




    “Amer­ica. I’m go­ing to end the Dutch­man’s threat once and for all.”




    “Re­mo, hur­ry,” Chi­un called queru­lous­ly. “The me­ter is run­ning.”




    Re­mo ig­nored him. “I have to go. Please wait for me.”




    “I do not think so, Re­mo. I do not think you will re­turn. “




    “Look, I promise to come back.”




    “I do not be­long here. Nei­ther do you, I think.”




    “Re­mo!” Chi­un’s voice was stri­dent.




    “I’m com­ing,” Re­mo snapped. The back­wash of the he­li­copter blew Jil­da’s green cloak

    open. “Look, if you won’t wait for me here, come with me. Now.”




    “That I will not do.”




    “Then meet me in Amer­ica. We can talk there.”




    “Are you go­ing, Dad­dy?” asked Freya.




    Re­mo picked her up. “I have to, lit­tle girl.”




    Freya start­ed to cry. “I want­ed you to meet my pony,” she cried. “I don’t want you to go.

    Mom­my, don’t let Dad­dy go. He may nev­er come back. “




    “It can’t hurt to meet me in Amer­ica,” Re­mo plead­ed. “You don’t have to de­cide any­thing

    just yet.”




    “I will con­sid­er it,” said Jil­da.




    “That’s some­thing,” said Re­mo. “Here, stop cry­ing, Freya.”




    “I can’t. I’m scared.”




    Re­mo set Freya down and knelt in front of her. He brushed a tear aside with his fin­ger.

    “Let Dad­dy show you how nev­er to be scared.”




    “How?” Freya asked petu­lant­ly.




    “By breath­ing. Take a deep breath. That’s right, hold it in. Now, pre­tend this fin­ger is

    a can­dle. Quick, ex­hale!” Freya blew on Re­mo’s up­raised fin­ger.




    “Okay,” said Re­mo, touch­ing her heart. “That was breath­ing from the chest. But you want

    to breathe from down here,” he said, tap­ping her round stom­ach. “Try it again.”




    Freya in­haled. This time, at Re­mo’s in­struc­tion, she let it out slow­ly.




    “Didn’t that feel bet­ter?” Re­mo asked ten­der­ly.




    “Oh, yes! I feel all tingly. Not scared at all.”




    “That’s Sinan­ju. A lit­tle hunk of it any­way. Keep prac­tic­ing that way,” Re­mo said,

    get­ting to his feet, “and you’ll grow up to be big and strong. Like your moth­er.”




    Jil­da smiled. She kissed Re­mo slow­ly, awk­ward­ly, her ban­daged arms held away from her

    body.




    “In Amer­ica,” Re­mo said, and he whis­pered the where and when in her ear.




    “Per­haps,” said Jil­da.




    “Good-​bye, Dad­dy. Can I have the hug you can’t give Mom­my? I’ll give it to her lat­er for

    you.”




    “You sure can,” Re­mo said, squeez­ing her tight.




    Then, walk­ing back­ward be­cause he want­ed to hold their im­age in his mind as long as

    pos­si­ble, Re­mo re­turned to the he­li­copter. It lift­ed off be­fore his feet left the

    ground.




    Re­mo set­tled in be­side Chi­un. He waved out the open door. Jil­da and Freya waved back

    un­til long af­ter they had be­come dots that dis­ap­peared un­der the he­li­copter’s

    wheels.




    “What were you do­ing with that child?” Chi­un asked, pulling his un­fin­ished scroll from

    his ki­mono.




    “I was just show­ing Freya how not to be afraid.”




    “You were show­ing her ear­ly Sinan­ju breath­ing. You were wast­ing your time.”




    “How do you know that?”




    “Be­cause wom­en do not know how to breathe. And nev­er will,” said Chi­un, un­ty­ing the

    scroll’s blue rib­bon.




    “What’s that?”




    “You tell me, train­er of fe­males.”




    “Looks like a scroll. Blue rib­bon. A birth an­nounce­ment?”




    “You have the mind of a grasshop­per,” said Chi­un, start­ing to write.




    “Quick, and leaps high?”




    “All over the for­est,” said Chi­un. “And sel­dom land­ing in the cor­rect place.”


  




  

    Chapter 32




    He main­tained his con­trol un­til he came to a lit­tle fish­ing vil­lage. He did not know

    the name of the vil­lage, on­ly that it lay be­low the thir­ty-​eighth par­al­lel and

    there­fore was in South Ko­rea.




    The vil­lage re­mind­ed him of Sinan­ju, and be­cause he had kept it penned in too long, the

    beast burst free.




    The vil­lage caught fire, ev­ery hut at once. The peo­ple screamed as they fled their homes.

    Then they too caught fire. The flames were blue. Pret­ty flames. The flesh that burned un­der

    the flames was pret­ty. Then it shriv­eled and black­ened and slid off the bone as the

    help­less scream­ing peas­ants rolled in the dirt in a fu­tile at­tempt to put out their

    roast­ing bod­ies.




    The beast sa­ti­at­ed again, the Dutch­man con­tin­ued his slow march to Seoul.




    In the South Ko­re­an cap­ital he bought a pair of wraparound sun­glass­es and a Sony

    Walk­man head­set. He al­so pur­chased a brush and jar of flat black enam­el paint. And a

    cas­sette of the loud­est rock mu­sic he could find.




    He paid for the air­plane tick­et with a cred­it card that was an il­lu­sion and went

    through cus­toms with a pass­port that was a prod­uct of his imag­ina­tion. Ev­ery­one saw him

    as a port­ly Amer­ican busi­ness­man in a ca­ble-​knit gray suit.




    In the air­port men’s room he paint­ed the in­side of the sun­glass­es with the black

    paint.




    The Dutch­man put on the glass­es im­me­di­ate­ly af­ter take­off. And al­though it was

    against air­line rules, he donned the Walk­man. He hoped the sounds of the over­pro­duced

    mu­sic and the fact that he could not see past the paint­ed-​over sun­glass­es would keep the

    beast in check. Just long enough. Just un­til he was safe in Amer­ica.




    Where he could kill again.




    Be­cause there was noth­ing left for him.


  




  

    Chapter 33




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States had nev­er felt more help­less.




    The or­nate walls of the Oval Of­fice seemed to press in on him. As com­man­der-​in-​chief

    of Amer­ica’s armed forces and vast in­tel­li­gence ap­pa­ra­tus, he should have been able to

    find the an­swers he so des­per­ate­ly need­ed.




    The CIA had as­sured him that they had no spe­cial op­er­ative de­tailed to guard the

    Vice-​Pres­ident. So did the DIA, and the FBI, and even though it hurt him to have to ask, he

    in­quired of his Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty Coun­cil. And the Se­cret Ser­vice.




    He was as­sured that on­ly nor­mal Se­cret Ser­vice agents guard the Vice-​Pres­ident. Not

    fan­cy mar­tial-​arts prac­ti­tion­ers.




    Not even the Se­cret Ser­vice could say that they were guard­ing Gov­er­nor Michael

    Prin­cip­pi. He still re­fused pro­tec­tion. In fact, for a man who had es­caped one as­sault

    on his life, he seemed serene.




    In des­per­ation the Pres­ident had put in a call to Dr. Harold W. Smith. And for the first

    time in his mem­ory, Smith did not pick up the red phone. The Pres­ident tried call­ing at all

    hours.




    It was ob­vi­ous some­thing had hap­pened to Smith. It was im­pos­si­ble for the Pres­ident

    to learn what. An av­er­age cit­izen could have made a nor­mal phone call to Smith’s Fol­croft

    of­fice. But the Pres­ident could nev­er get away with it. The phone com­pa­ny would make a

    record of any or­di­nary long-​dis­tance call. Nor could the Pres­ident ask his staff to

    in­ves­ti­gate the dis­ap­pear­ance of a cer­tain Dr. Harold W. Smith. Some­one might ask why.

    And the Pres­ident could nev­er an­swer that ques­tion.




    So he sat alone in the loneli­est of­fice in hu­man his­to­ry, try­ing to put the pieces

    to­geth­er him­self.




    He did have one new fact, cour­tesy of the Se­cret Ser­vice. It had tak­en them two days to

    un­cov­er it. Two crit­ical days in which the news me­dia and ed­ito­ri­al writ­ers of the

    na­tion had whipped them­selves in­to a fren­zy at­tempt­ing to link all the loose ends in­to

    some sin­is­ter skein.




    The Se­cret Ser­vice had in­ter­ro­gat­ed sur­viv­ing mem­bers of the East­ie Goom­bahs.

    They learned that the gang lead­er had boast­ed of hav­ing been paid to as­sas­si­nate

    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi. Okay, thought the Pres­ident, so maybe it’s a con­spir­acy. Who runs

    it? Who could know about CURE and use it to top­ple the Amer­ican elec­toral sys­tem or even

    the en­tire gov­ern­ment?




    Over and over the Pres­ident chased the pos­si­bil­ity around in his mind. The name that he

    kept com­ing back to was that of Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    Per­haps that was why Smith had dis­ap­peared. He was the mas­ter­mind. Hav­ing failed, he

    had gone in­to hid­ing. Now, if on­ly there was some way to prove it. . . .




    Dr. Harold W. Smith breathed.




    That was all. He took his food through a tube that ran in­to his dis­col­ored right

    fore­arm. His gray eyes were closed and for the fourth day there was no rapid eye move­ment to

    in­di­cate a dream state or even min­imal brain ac­tiv­ity.




    Dr. Mar­tin Kim­ble checked the progress chart that was clipped to the foot of the

    hos­pi­tal bed on which Smith lay. It was a flat hor­izon­tal line. There was no rise or fall.

    They had brought Smith in in this state. It was not a co­ma, be­cause there were no ob­vi­ous

    signs of brain ac­tiv­ity. But Smith was not dead. His heart con­tin­ued to beat-​if the

    slow-​mo­tion gulp his vas­cu­lar or­gan gave ev­ery twen­ty min­utes could be called a beat.

    Per­haps the lungs worked too. It was im­pos­si­ble to tell. Dr. Kim­ble had or­dered

    life-​sup­port sys­tems hooked up to the man who had been found at his desk, in­ert, with­out

    any sign of trau­ma or vi­olence or poi­son.




    As Dr. Kim­ble had ex­plained to Smith’s fright­ened wife, “I don’t have a firm prog­no­sis.

    This could be a long vig­il. You’d be bet­ter off at home. “




    What he didn’t say was that for all his vi­tal signs, Dr. Harold W. Smith might have been a

    block of cheese carved to re­sem­ble a hu­man be­ing. He even had the same waxy, yel­low­ish

    col­or to his skin.




    A rush of am­mo­nia-​scent­ed air came from the di­rec­tion of the door­way, caus­ing Dr.

    Kim­ble to turn. An el­der­ly Ori­en­tal man in a teal-​blue em­broi­dered gown stepped in and,

    ig­nor­ing Dr. Kim­ble, float­ed over to Smith’s bed­side.




    “Ex­cuse me, but vis­it­ing hours are over,” said Dr. Kim­ble stuffi­ly.




    “I am not vis­it­ing,” said the old Ori­en­tal in a squeaky, queru­lous voice. “I am Smith’s

    per­son­al physi­cian.”




    “Oh? Mrs. Smith nev­er men­tioned you, Dr…. “




    “Dr. Chi­un. I have just re­turned to this coun­try from my na­tive Ko­rea, where I

    at­tend­ed a se­ri­ous burn pa­tient.”




    “I as­sume you have some iden­ti­fi­ca­tion,” prompt­ed Dr. Kim­ble, who knew that there

    were a lot of for­eign med­ical schools turn­ing out third-​rate doc­tors these days.




    “I can vouch for him,” said a cool voice from the door. Dr. Kim­ble saw a lean man in a

    white T-​shirt and black slacks. “And who are you sup­posed to be?” he asked. “I’m Dr. Chi­un’s

    per­son­al as­sis­tant. Call me Re­mo.”




    “I’m go­ing to have to ask you both to come with me. We have pro­ce­dures at this hos­pi­tal

    re­gard­ing vis­it­ing doc­tors.”




    “No time,” said Re­mo, tak­ing Dr. Kim­ble by the arm. The man mere­ly touched his fun­ny

    bone, but the pins-​and-​nee­dles feel­ing start­ed im­me­di­ate­ly. It ran up his arm, over

    his chest, and up his neck. Dr. Kim­ble knew that it was im­pos­si­ble to feel pins and

    nee­dles in the brain, but he felt them nonethe­less. His vi­sion start­ed to cloud over.




    When the man called Re­mo let go, Dr. Kim­ble found him­self on his knees. He could see

    again.




    “Tell us about Smith,” said Re­mo.




    Dr. Kim­ble start­ed to speak but the lit­tle Ori­en­tal, who was fuss­ing over the

    pa­tient, cut him off.




    “For­get that quack,” said Dr. Chi­un. “Look at what he has done to Smith. Jabbed him with

    nee­dles and hooked him up to ma­chines. Where are the leech­es? I am sur­prised that he has

    not at­tached leech­es to Smith’s arm to suck out the rest of the vi­tal­ity.”




    “Leech­ing hasn’t been used in cen­turies, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, it’s com­ing back,” said Dr. Kim­ble, grop­ing to his feet. He felt woozy and

    be­gan look­ing around for an oxy­gen tank. When he found one, he pushed the clear oxy­gen mask

    to his face and breathed deeply. As he in­haled, he watched and lis­tened.




    Dr. Chi­un strode around the bed, ex­am­in­ing Smith crit­ical­ly.




    “He’s been like that for four days,” Dr. Kim­ble told him. Dr. Chi­un nod­ded silent­ly.




    “There’s no sign of in­jury,” Dr. Kim­ble said.




    “Wrong,” said Chi­un, point­ing with an im­pos­si­bly long fin­ger­nail at Smith’s

    fore­head. “What is this?”




    Still clutch­ing the oxy­gen mask, Dr. Kim­ble learned over. In the mid­dle of Smith’s

    fore­head was a tiny pur­plish spot. “That’s a liv­er spot,” said Dr. Kim­ble. “Prob­ably a

    birth­mark. “




    “You call your­self a physi­cian and you do not rec­og­nize an in­flamed third eye when you

    see it,” snapped Chi­un. He be­gan prob­ing Smith’s tem­ples.




    “Third eye? That’s New Age mum­bo jum­bo.”




    Chi­un ig­nored him. He shift­ed his mas­sag­ing fin­gers to Smith’s waxy fore­head. He

    closed his eyes in con­cen­tra­tions.




    “What is he do­ing?” Dr. Kim­ble asked Re­mo.




    “Search me.”




    “I thought you were his as­sis­tant.”




    “Most­ly I watch and keep peo­ple like you from get­ting in his way.”




    “I am test­ing the kot­di,” said Chi­un, open­ing his eyes. He with­drew his hands from

    Smith’s head.




    “What’s that?”




    “The kot­di is like your tele­vi­sion on-​and-​off switch. When it is cor­rect­ly pressed, a

    per­son is shut off. Like Smith.”




    “Shut off! That’s pre­pos­ter­ous,” sput­tered Dr. Kim­ble.




    “Re­mo will demon­strate for you.”




    Re­mo reached up and tapped Dr. Kim­ble’s fore­head in its ex­act ge­omet­ri­cal cen­ter.

    Dr. Kim­ble’s eyes rolled up in his head and he col­lapsed like a sack of kit­ty lit­ter. Re­mo

    caught him un­der the arms and asked Chi­un, “What do I do with him?”




    “Turn him back on, if you wish.”




    Re­mo felt for his fore­head and tapped once. The doc­tor strug­gled to his feet and

    smoothed his doc­tor’s smock. “Was I out?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, you were off,” Chi­un told him ab­sent­ly.




    Dr. Kim­ble said, “I don’t be­lieve it.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Then don’t.” He joined Chi­un. “How is he?”




    “This is ter­ri­ble. His in­ner har­mo­ny is to­tal­ly gone. I fear per­ma­nent dam­age.

    “




    “We can’t let Smith die. You’ve got to do some­thing.”




    “I am not talk­ing about Smith,” said Chi­un, pulling an in­tra­venous tube out of Smith’s

    arm and un­plug­ging elec­trodes from his head. “Smith will be fine. I was re­fer­ring to the

    Dutch­man. Look at the force he used to press the kot­di. “




    “Too hard?”




    “Not hard enough. He in­tend­ed a death blow, mer­ci­ful but fi­nal. I saw signs of this in

    Sinan­ju. Now I am cer­tain. The blow with which he stole Mah-​Li’s life was al­so flawed.

    Re­mem­ber the red tear? The Dutch­man is los­ing con­trol and this clum­sy blow is the surest

    sign of it.”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. “What about Smith?”




    Chi­un set one fin­ger so that it cov­ered the pur­ple bruise on Smith’s brow and pressed

    light­ly. As if trig­gered by rub­ber bands, Smith’s eyes snapped open.




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?” he said clear­ly. He tried to sit up. Chi­un pushed him back. “You

    are well, Em­per­or. Thanks to your faith­ful ser­vant.”




    “The Dutch­man!”




    “We know, Smit­ty,” Re­mo put in. “He was be­hind ev­ery­thing.”




    “Qui­et!” Smith barked, in­di­cat­ing Dr. Kim­ble with his eyes.




    In a cor­ner, Dr. Kim­ble was feel­ing his fore­head with both hands, press­ing dif­fer­ent

    spots ex­per­imen­tal­ly.




    “I think I un­der­stand,” he said. “By dis­rupt­ing a nerve cen­ter hith­er­to un­known to

    med­ical sci­ence, you shut off all elec­tri­cal ac­tiv­ity in the brain. The re­sult is

    sus­pend­ed an­ima­tion with no tis­sue de­te­ri­ora­tion. But I can’t seem to find the

    nerve.”




    “I’ll help you,” said Re­mo, tak­ing the doc­tor’s hand and mak­ing a fist. He straight­ened

    the in­dex fin­ger and placed it over the doc­tor’s eyes, which rolled up in a ridicu­lous

    ef­fort to watch his own fore­head.




    “You press there,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed, step­ping back.




    The doc­tor did. And fell on­to the floor. “Works ev­ery time.” Re­mo whis­tled air­ily.




    “So the Dutch­man was the mas­ter­mind be­hind the as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempts,” said Smith,

    sit­ting up in bed. Col­or flood­ed back to his face like pale wine fill­ing a glass. “Ado­nis

    and the nin­ja mas­ter were im­pos­tors.”




    “Had you lis­tened care­ful­ly to my sto­ry of the thiev­ing nin­ja,” Chi­un scold­ed, “this

    would not sur­prise you. On­ly Sinan­ju is true.”




    “He fol­lowed us to Sinan­ju,” Re­mo said grim­ly. “But he got away. I’ve got a score to

    set­tle with him.”




    “Where is he now?”




    “We don’t know.”




    “What about the pres­iden­tial can­di­dates? Are they safe?”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo.




    “No,” said Chi­un.




    “No?” asked Re­mo.




    “No,” re­peat­ed Chi­un in a firm voice. “His rea­son is flee­ing. His pur­pose in

    at­tack­ing those politi­cians was to em­bar­rass Re­mo and me and force us to re­turn to my

    vil­lage in dis­grace, where he in­tend­ed to com­plete his vengeance. Now that he has failed,

    he has re­turned to Amer­ica to fin­ish the killings he did not com­plete. “




    “Why would he do that?” asked Re­mo. “He doesn’t give a hang about the elec­tion.”




    “He is a wound­ed scor­pi­on who is lash­ing out in his pain. He has al­ways been driv­en to

    kill. He fears you, de­sires to be my pupil, and thinks that he has killed Smith. He will

    strike at those we were once hired to pro­tect. It is the on­ly way he can cause us pain

    with­out risk­ing an­oth­er con­fronta­tion he knows he can­not win.”




    “I don’t buy it,” dis­agreed Re­mo.




    “But I do,” said Smith. “Or at least I can’t take the chance that Chi­un is wrong. I need

    your help, both of you. “




    “I have a per­son­al thing to set­tle with the Dutch­man,” Re­mo as­sured him. “You can

    count on us.”




    “But I do not,” said Chi­un, sur­rep­ti­tious­ly kick­ing Re­mo in the shin.




    “Oww,” mut­tered Re­mo.




    “I may be per­suad­ed to reen­ter your ser­vice, how­ev­er, Em­per­or Smith.”




    “I’m hap­py to hear that,” said Smith. “Of course I’m pre­pared to sign a con­tract on the

    terms we dis­cussed ear­li­er. “




    “I am afraid that can­not be,” said Chi­un.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause you tore up that con­tract.”




    “Can’t you pre­pare an­oth­er.”




    “I could, but it would take sev­er­al days, for I am old and my mem­ory is slip­ping. It may

    be that I would have to re­open ne­go­ti­ations sim­ply to re­fresh my fee­ble mind.”




    “Then what do we do? We can’t wait that long. The Dutch­man could strike at any time.”




    “It just so hap­pens that, an­tic­ipat­ing your de­sires, I took the lib­er­ty of prepar­ing

    a new con­tract dur­ing my jour­ney to Amer­ica,” said Chi­un, bran­dish­ing a fresh scroll. He

    un­tied the blue rib­bon and pre­sent­ed it to Smith.




    Smith took the scroll. He blinked at it. “I can’t see. Of course, my glass­es. Where are

    they?”




    Re­mem­ber­ing that he had them, Re­mo pulled the glass­es from his pock­et and placed them

    over Smith’s bleary eyes. “The Dutch­man brought them to Sinan­ju as proof he’d killed you,”

    Re­mo ex­plained.




    “This is worse,” said Smith. “I can’t see a thing.”




    “Oh,” cried Chi­un. “I do not know what to do. We could wait for you to ob­tain new

    spec­ta­cles, but I fear for the lives of your nom­inees.”




    “What are the terms?”




    “Ex­cel­lent. I am cer­tain you would find them agree­able. Why don’t you sim­ply sign now

    and read lat­er?”




    Smith hes­itat­ed. “This is ex­ceed­ing­ly ir­reg­ular.”




    “These are ir­reg­ular times,” said Chi­un.




    “Very well,” said Smith un­hap­pi­ly. “There’s still a chance that CURE will be

    ter­mi­nat­ed af­ter the elec­tion. It can’t hurt to keep op­er­ations go­ing an­oth­er few

    months.”




    “Ex­cel­lent,” said Chi­un, pluck­ing a goose-​quill pen from one sleeve and of­fer­ing it

    to Smith. An ink stone came out of the oth­er sleeve. Chi­un lift­ed the tiny lid and Smith

    dipped in­to the well. He signed the bot­tom of the scroll.




    “You will nev­er re­gret this,” promised Chi­un, re­cov­er­ing the quill and the scroll.




    “I trust not,” said Smith, mov­ing his glass­es in front of his eyes at dif­fer­ent fo­cal

    lengths. He still could not see. “Your first task is to pro­tect the pres­iden­tial

    can­di­dates.”




    “Im­me­di­ate­ly,” de­clared Chi­un.




    “Count me out,” said Re­mo. “I’m af­ter the Dutch­man, re­mem­ber?”




    “Who per­haps even now is on his way to mur­der one of them.”




    “Count me in,” said Re­mo.




    “One last thing be­fore you go,” said Smith. “I need to con­tact the Pres­ident as soon as

    pos­si­ble. Could you go to my of­fice and bring my brief­case?”




    “It’s al­ready here,” Re­mo told him, reach­ing out in­to the cor­ri­dor. He placed Smith’s

    worn leather brief­case on his lap.




    “Fol­croft was the first place we went,” said Re­mo. “Your sec­re­tary told us you were in

    the hos­pi­tal. I fig­ured it wouldn’t hurt to bring the brief­case, just in case.”




    “Good think­ing.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly it was my idea, Em­per­or Smith,” Chi­un point­ed out. “Re­mo mere­ly car­ried

    your prop­er­ty.”




    “Yes,” said Smith vague­ly, un­lock­ing the brief­case. In­side, a com­pact com­put­er link

    gleamed un­der the weak flu­ores­cent lights. Smith plucked out the hand­set of a cel­lu­lar

    phone. “I must speak with the Pres­ident. Alone. Could you re­move that doc­tor on your way

    out?”




    “At once,” said Chi­un, bow­ing. “Re­mo,” he said, snap­ping his fin­gers.




    Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo tot­ed the doc­tor out to the cor­ri­dor, where Chi­un stood be­fore an

    el­eva­tor. Re­mo shoved Dr. Kim­ble in­to a broom clos­et and joined Chi­un.




    “I’m wor­ried about Smit­ty,” he told Chi­un.




    “He will be fine.”




    “I mean his vi­sion. He act­ed half-​blind.”




    “I am sure he will re­cov­er. Some­times when the kot­di is im­prop­er­ly ma­nip­ulat­ed,

    the vi­sion is slow to re­turn.”




    “The doc­tor didn’t have that prob­lem when I brought him around. “




    “You are not old and fee­ble like me.”




    “I al­so wasn’t car­ry­ing a con­tract I want­ed signed, sight un­seen,” said Re­mo,

    step­ping in­to the el­eva­tor.




    “That too.” Chi­un beamed as the el­eva­tor doors closed on them.




    When the red tele­phone rang, the Pres­ident heard it all the way down the hall in the Oval

    Of­fice.




    He raced out of the of­fice past Se­cret Ser­vice guards, who tried to fol­low him.




    “Stay there. I’ll be right back. Di­ar­rhea,” he yelled. The Se­cret Ser­vice guards stayed

    put.




    In his bed­room, the Pres­ident snatched up the red tele­phone.




    “Yes?” he said.




    “Smith here.”




    “I’ve been try­ing to reach you for two days. Where the heck have you been?”




    “I’ve been in­dis­posed. I’m sor­ry,” apol­ogized Smith. “With­out go­ing in­to de­tails,

    Mr. Pres­ident, I can now clear up the mat­ter that is be­fore us.”




    “I’d like to hear the de­tails,” said the Pres­ident.




    “They would take too long, and I doubt that you would be­lieve them.”




    “Let’s hear the broad out­lines, then.”




    “I have iden­ti­fied the force be­hind the as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempts. The man call­ing

    him­self Tulip is ac­tu­al­ly an op­po­nent force my op­er­ation has dealt with in the past.

    His mo­tive was re­venge against my en­force­ment arm. He failed, and I have rea­son to

    be­lieve that he is back in this coun­try. He may try to com­plete the as­sas­si­na­tions.”




    “I’ll dou­ble the se­cu­ri­ty around the nom­inees.”




    “No, pull them back. My spe­cial per­son is on the job. I’ve signed him on for an­oth­er

    year.”




    “And those per­son­al records of his?”




    “You mean his scrolls?” Smith’s voice lost its sharp edge.




    “Yes, I asked that their de­struc­tion be part of the new con­tract.”




    “Of course. You’re right. I had for­got­ten. I’ve been quite ill, but strange­ly, my mind

    feels quite sharp now. I don’t know how I could have for­got­ten that de­tail. “




    “So what are the de­tails of the new con­tract?”




    Smith paused. “As you know, I have full au­ton­omy in un­der­tak­ing con­trac­tu­al

    obli­ga­tions,” he said.




    “I’m not ask­ing for ve­to pow­er,” the Pres­ident snapped. “I just want to know what

    guar­an­tees we have that this won’t hap­pen again.”




    “I’ll have to get back to you on that, Mr. Pres­ident. But rest as­sured, this sit­ua­tion

    will not be re­peat­ed.”




    The Pres­ident grunt­ed un­hap­pi­ly. “Very well. Any­thing else-​or can’t you tell me?”




    “The two body­guards, the one called Ado­nis and the nin­ja. I have iden­ti­fied them. They

    are both this Tulip per­son. And he hired the killers in­volved in all of the as­sas­si­na­tion

    at­tempts.”




    “My in­for­ma­tion is that one was a mus­cle-​bound Amer­ican and the oth­er a short

    Japanese man. How could they be the same man?”




    “I told you you would not be­lieve it.”




    The Pres­ident sighed. “The on­ly thing I can say, Smith, is that you’ve found out more than

    all of the oth­er in­tel­li­gence ser­vices com­bined. On that score I have to go with

    you.”




    “Thank you, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Harold W. Smith, and hung up.




    “I hate it when he does that,” mut­tered the Pres­ident as he re­placed the re­ceiv­er.

    “Some­times that fel­low acts like I work for him in­stead of the oth­er way around.”


  




  

    Chapter 34




    Re­mo Williams didn’t like it.




    He had been fol­low­ing the Vice-​Pres­ident for sev­er­al hours. The Vice-​Pres­ident was

    on a fi­nal cam­paign swing through the South. He trav­eled by limou­sine mo­tor­cade, and

    be­cause a trail­ing ve­hi­cle would have been an in­stant tipoff, Re­mo could not fol­low in a

    car.




    He had sneaked in­to the Vice-​Pres­ident’s trunk when no one was look­ing.




    Each time they got to a cam­paign stop, Re­mo sneaked out and tried to be in­con­spic­uous

    as he kept an eye on the Vice-​Pres­ident. But no one had at­tempt­ed to harm the man. Re­mo

    didn’t think that any­one was go­ing to. Back in Rye, Chi­un had in­sist­ed that they split up,

    be­cause, as he had put it, “There is no pre­dict­ing where the Dutch­man will strike first.

    “




    “Fine,” said Re­mo. “I’ll cov­er the Vice-​Pres­ident.”




    “No, I will cov­er the Pres­ident of Vice,” de­clared Chi­un.




    “If there’s no pre­dict­ing where he’ll turn up, why do you want the Vice-​Pres­ident?”




    “Be­cause you do,” said Chi­un.




    “He’s mine,” Re­mo had said firm­ly.




    “Very well. I will not ar­gue. You can have him.” Look­ing back, Re­mo de­cid­ed that Chi­un

    had agreed too read­ily. But it was still a coin toss where the Dutch­man would strike,

    as­sum­ing Chi­un was right. But what if he wasn’t? What if Chi­un was bluff­ing? Re­mo

    won­dered if he shouldn’t skip the Vice-​Pres­ident and find Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi.




    Then it came time for the mo­tor­cade to start again and Re­mo was too pre­oc­cu­pied

    try­ing to get back in­to the Vice-​Pres­ident’s trunk with­out be­ing seen to give the

    prob­lem fur­ther thought.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew it was just a mat­ter of time. He had fig­ured out that

    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi would be the Dutch­man’s next tar­get. It was not an equal coin toss as

    Re­mo had thought. It was more of a two-​in-​three chance that the gov­er­nor would be next.

    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­called that the Dutch­man had or­dered two hits on the

    Vice-​Pres­ident. But on­ly one on Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi. To the Sinan­ju-​trained mind,

    sym­me­try was in­stinc­tu­al. The Dutch­man was Sinan­ju. Mad or not, he would, with­out

    think­ing, seek equi­lib­ri­um.




    There­fore the gov­er­nor had to be next. And Chi­un would deal with the Dutch­man with­out

    risk­ing Re­mo’s life. Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi was in Los An­ge­les promis­ing to in­sti­tute

    free na­tion­al earth­quake in­sur­ance be­fore a group of promi­nent busi­ness­men. Chi­un

    clung to a win­dow of the high-​rise of­fice build­ing where the meet­ing was tak­ing place.

    The mu­sic told him that the Dutch­man was com­ing. It was loud­er than be­fore, more

    dis­ori­ent­ed, as if a mu­si­cian played from sheet mu­sic whose notes were fright­ened ants.

    Chi­un hugged the win­dow be­cause he knew the Dutch­man would come up the build­ing’s side and

    he did not wish to be seen first. The el­ement of sur­prise was cru­cial for what Chi­un

    in­tend­ed to do.




    Jeremi­ah Pur­cell paused at the twelfth floor to look in at the light­ed win­dows. It was

    night and most of the build­ing was dark. The news­pa­per had men­tioned the late-​evening

    meet­ing be­tween the gov­er­nor and the Los An­ge­les busi­ness com­mu­ni­ty. One of the

    light­ed win­dows would be the cor­rect one. But not this one. And so he reached up for the

    next ledge and the next floor.




    At the thir­teenth floor he paused. None of the win­dows were light­ed on this side. He made

    a com­plete cir­cuit of the floor, walk­ing con­fi­dent­ly along on a ledge so nar­row a

    pi­geon would have scorned it.




    He had just turned the last cor­ner of the ledge when the flut­ter of set­tling cloth caused

    him to swiv­el sud­den­ly. Too late. The blow caught him in the right shoul­der. With a

    sub­cu­ta­neous pop, the bone sep­arat­ed.




    He grabbed his shoul­der, set­ting his teeth against the sud­den white-​hot pain.




    “You!” he cried. “Where is your pupil?”




    “Look be­hind you,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju cool­ly. The Dutch­man whirled again. But

    the kick came, not from the front, but from be­hind him. It struck be­hind his left knee,

    caus­ing the leg to buck­le. Too late, he re­al­ized the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had tricked him.

    They were alone on the ledge.




    The Dutch­man clung to the ledge. He looked up at the cold face of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    “The four blows?” asked Jeremi­ah Pur­cell through teeth that ground against each

    oth­er.




    “You know the tra­di­tion?” Chi­un asked him.




    “A Mas­ter of Sinan­ju shows his con­tempt for a foe by strik­ing four blows and then

    walk­ing away, to leave the van­quished one in death or mu­ti­lat­ed hu­mil­ia­tion. But I do

    not de­serve such treat­ment. I could be a good pupil to you. Bet­ter than Re­mo. I could be

    the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I could be the Shi­va of the leg­ends.”




    “The next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would not harm one such as Mah-​Li,” spat Chi­un. “You

    de­serve my con­tempt.” And he kicked the Dutch­man on the right kneecap just hard enough to

    open a hair­line frac­ture, but not to frag­ment the bone.




    “I could be the Shi­va of the leg­ends, the dead night tiger who is white. How do you know

    it is Re­mo and not me?”




    “Re­mo is Shi­va,” said Chi­un, ze­ro­ing in to strike the fourth and fi­nal blow.




    “No!” screamed Jeremi­ah Pur­cell. “I will not al­low you to de­feat me! I will throw

    my­self off this ledge first!” His limbs like jel­ly, he al­lowed him­self to slip off the

    ledge like an oc­to­pus slid­ing bone­less­ly over the side of a fish­ing boat.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju snapped him back by his long hair. Just in time. He de­posit­ed him

    on the ledge.




    “I do not wish your death, on­ly to see you help­less for­ev­er,” Chi­un said.




    “I am nev­er help­less,” said the Dutch­man. “You for­get my mind.”




    Sud­den­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stood, not on a ledge, but in the hand of a mon­ster of

    steel and chrome. The build­ing shook un­der his feet. The win­dows on ei­ther side of him

    turned in­to square eyes and fo­cused cross-​eyed up­on him.




    A hand made of con­crete and re­in­forced steel and larg­er than an au­to­mo­bile reached up

    for him.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew it was an il­lu­sion. Build­ings do not be­come mon­sters of

    met­al. But he could not make his eyes see be­hind the il­lu­sion. He clutched the Dutch­man’s

    hair fran­ti­cal­ly. If Pur­cell fell, he would die. And so would Re­mo.




    Then the burn­ing be­gan. Blue flame-​re­al flame-​erupt­ed at the tips of Chi­un’s

    long-​nailed fin­gers on one hand. Chi­un wind­milled his burn­ing hand, putting out the fire.

    He jumped to avoid the huge con­crete paw swip­ing at him, and clung to the build­ing. He could

    feel that, at least. It was his rock of safe­ty. He could still feel the Dutch­man’s hair in

    his oth­er hand. It jerked sud­den­ly. Chi­un’s fist clenched tighter.




    When the il­lu­sions stopped, the dis­cor­dant mu­sic died too. Chi­un blinked. His hand

    still clutched the Dutch­man’s blond hair. But on­ly the hair. It had been shorn off by sharp

    fin­ger­nails.




    Chi­un was alone on the ledge. He scur­ried to the next floor, where the gov­er­nor was

    hold­ing his meet­ing. Peer­ing in through the win­dow, Chi­un saw that the meet­ing went on

    undis­turbed.




    Climb­ing down, he searched the street with fright­ened eyes. But there was no crum­pled

    fig­ure in pur­ple ly­ing in the street. The Dutch­man had slunk off, alone, van­quished, to

    lick his wounds once again. Good. Per­haps this would tru­ly be the end of it, Chi­un

    hoped.




    In At­lanta the Vice-​Pres­ident’s mo­tor­cade pulled up at a Hol­iday Inn for the

    night.




    Re­mo got out of the trunk as soon as the car was left alone. He called Smith from a pay

    phone.




    “Re­mo, I’m glad you called in,” Smith said. “Chi­un re­ports that he thwart­ed an at­tempt

    by the Dutch­man to kill Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi. But Pur­cell got away. Chi­un be­lieves he’s

    go­ing to try for the Vice-​Pres­ident next.”




    “I’m ready for him.”




    “Sit tight. Chi­un is on the way to join you.”




    “Tell him to knock three times on the trunk of the Vice-​Pres­ident’s limo. “




    The Dutch­man limped for sev­er­al blocks, search­ing. He was in a run-​down busi­ness

    dis­trict in East Los An­ge­les. Some­where there would be a hard­ware store. When he found

    one, he broke in through the back. Ev­ery hard­ware store had a vise. There was a big one in

    the back room, bolt­ed to a work­bench. He flopped his right fore­arm in­to the vise and closed

    it painful­ly with his oth­er el­bow. Set­ting him­self, he yanked. The right shoul­der

    strained, bring­ing sweat to his brow. The ball joint popped back in­to the sock­et. The pain

    was in­cred­ible. But he could use the arm now. That made re­set­ting ev­ery­thing else that

    much eas­ier….




    Herm Ac­cord wait­ed in the bar for near­ly an hour. He was about to leave when the man

    walked in, brief­case in hand.




    He was a youth­ful guy with a dis­si­pat­ed face. His hair was like corn­silk, and cut in a

    punk style that made it look like the blond locks had been sheared by the ruth­less swipe of a

    sick­le.




    “You Dutch?” he asked.




    “Yes,” said the blond man, limp­ing to the ta­ble. He waved the wait­ress off.




    “What’s the job?”




    “To­mor­row night the two pres­iden­tial can­di­dates are go­ing to de­bate on na­tion­al

    tele­vi­sion.”




    “Yeah, so what?”




    “I want it to go down in his­to­ry as the un­fin­ished de­bate. “




    “Like the un­fin­ished sym­pho­ny, huh? It’s doable. But it’s a lit­tle late to do any­thing

    with ex­plo­sives. That’s my spe­cial­ty. “




    “Your spe­cial­ty is death. You are ex-​CIA. A rene­gade. And you have a rep­uta­tion for

    do­ing the im­pos­si­ble. I don’t care how you do it. Here,” Dutch said, lift­ing the

    brief­case to the ta­ble with tired hands. “There’s one mil­lion and fifty thou­sand

    dol­lars.”




    “I said a mil­lion over the phone. What’s the ex­tra fifty grand for?”




    “You own a pri­vate plane. I need you to fly me some­place. “




    “Where?”




    “Home,” said the Dutch­man.




    Re­mo paced the roof of the Hol­iday Inn. Two floors be­low, the Vice-​Pres­ident worked on

    last-​minute prepa­ra­tions for the great de­bate. There had been no sign of the Dutch­man all

    night, and now morn­ing was bright­en­ing the sky. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju came up through a

    fire door. “Any­thing?” Re­mo asked anx­ious­ly.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “There are no sus­pi­cious per­sons in the lob­by. Here, I brought you a

    news­pa­per. Per­haps if you fo­cus your lim­it­ed at­ten­tion up­on it, you will cease your

    in­ces­sant pac­ing.”




    “At a time like this?” asked Re­mo, tak­ing the pa­per with­out think­ing.




    “We may be in for a long wait.”




    “What makes you say that?”




    “The Dutch­man has a long jour­ney to this city. It will not help him that he now

    limps.”




    “The four blows.”




    “Three, ac­tu­al­ly,” cor­rect­ed Chi­un, look­ing over the edge of the roof to the front

    en­trance be­low. Re­mo no­ticed that Chi­un seemed less alert than he should have.




    “I guess you fig­ured if the Dutch­man was crip­pled, I’ll have a bet­ter shot at tak­ing

    him alive,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “That pos­si­bil­ity might have crossed my mind,” Chi­un ad­mit­ted in a dis­tant voice.

    “But my du­ty was to pro­tect the gov­er­nor. I could not kill Pur­cell, so I did the next best

    thing. “




    “I still want him.”




    “I will let you know the mo­ment he sets foot in this build­ing,” said Chi­un.




    And be­cause he was bored, Re­mo flipped through the news­pa­per. On page four, a boxed item

    caught his eye. Re­mo tore it out and called to Chi­un.




    “For­get the en­trance,” said Re­mo. “The Dutch­man isn’t any­where near here.”




    Chi­un asked, “How did you know that?” Then he caught him­self. “I mean, how can you say

    that, Re­mo?”




    Grim­ly Re­mo gave the ar­ti­cle to Chi­un.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked at the head­line: “PTERO­DACTYLS SIGHT­ED OVER SAINT

    MAR­TIN.”




    “They’ve been cir­cling a cer­tain ru­ined cas­tle since last night,” Re­mo said. “When

    peo­ple try to pho­to­graph them, the de­vel­oped pic­tures show on­ly emp­ty air. I don’t

    sup­pose you’d have any idea what cas­tle that might be?”




    “You tell me,” said Chi­un un­hap­pi­ly. “You are the de­duc­tive ge­nius.”




    “The cas­tle on Dev­il’s Moun­tain where we first en­coun­tered Pur­cell,” Re­mo said. “His

    home. And the place where he’s gone to hide and heal. The place where you fig­ured he’d go all

    along. Am I right?”




    “A lucky guess,” said Chi­un, turn­ing the clip­ping in­to con­fet­ti with fussy mo­tions of

    his fin­ger­nails.




    “I’m go­ing to Saint Mar­tin.”




    “That does not wor­ry me. What wor­ries me is: will you re­turn from Saint Mar­tin?”


  




  

    Chapter 35




    When the plane banked over Saint Mar­tin, Re­mo could see Dev­il’s Moun­tain, a black horn

    of evil thrust­ing up from one end of the beau­ti­ful French-​Dutch is­land in the

    Caribbean.




    “There it is,” Re­mo said, point­ing to a tum­ble of white stones high on a ledge

    over­look­ing the bay.




    “I see no pur­ple ter­ror­birds,” sniffed Chi­un. He was think­ing how much Dev­il’s

    Moun­tain re­mind­ed him of Mount Paek­tu­san.




    But they saw the ptero­dactyls when the taxi driv­er brought them as far as he dared to go.

    The ru­mor on the is­land was that the for­mer in­hab­itant of Dev­il’s Moun­tain, the feared

    Dutch­man, had re­turned from the dead to haunt his ru­ined cas­tle.




    Re­mo paid the driv­er and they start­ed walk­ing.




    The ptero­dactyls arose from the ru­ins and made lazy cir­cle over the ledge. They ig­nored

    Re­mo and Chi­un, who had be­gun to scale the sheer side of the vol­canic moun­tain.




    “Re­mem­ber,” warned Re­mo. “You had a shot at him. Now it’s my turn.”




    As they climbed, the mu­sic seeped in­to their con­scious­ness, the sub­lim­inal sounds of

    the Dutch­man’s dis­or­dered mind. The sky turned pur­ple, a deep­er pur­ple than the

    ptero­dactyls. As if en­vi­ous of the rich­er hue, the ptero­dactyls lift­ed silent wings and

    flew in­to the heav­ens. They were ab­sorbed by the low­er­ing pur­ple sky.




    “I think he’s play­ing,” said Re­mo. “Good. That means he doesn’t know we are here.”




    “He does not know any­thing,” said Chi­un wor­ried­ly. “Look! “




    A gar­gan­tu­an face broke over the lip of the ledge, like a whale sur­fac­ing. It leered,

    huge and cru­el with slit­ted hazel cat’s eyes and a pocked yel­low com­plex­ion.




    “Nui­hc,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “Lis­ten,” Chi­un said.




    “Fa­ther! Fa­ther!” The voice was thin and sad, but the vo­cal vi­olence of the cry car­ried

    alarm­ing­ly.




    “It’s Pur­cell. What’s he do­ing?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    Chi­un grasped Re­mo’s wrist with claw­like hands. “Lis­ten to me, my son. I think we should

    go from this place. “




    “No way. The Dutch­man is up there. I haven’t come this far just so you could talk me out of

    this.”




    “He has gone over the edge.”




    “He did that a long time ago,” Re­mo said, shrug­ging off Chi­un’s grasp. Chi­un’s hands

    re­assert­ed them­selves. “Over the edge in­to mad­ness. Ob­serve. Lis­ten to the mu­sic. “




    The face of Nui­hc, smil­ing with silent cru­el­ty, lift­ed like a hot-​air bal­loon.

    Hang­ing be­neath it from ca­bles, like a wick­er bas­ket, was a tiny hu­man-​size body. The

    Nui­hc bal­loon float­ed in­to the pur­ple sky. It popped and was gone.




    “Looks to me like he’s just play­ing mind games,” Re­mo said.




    “Mark the sky. It is pur­ple, the col­or of the mad mind.”




    “Fine. It’ll make him eas­ier to han­dle.”




    “He has noth­ing to lose now,” Chi­un warned.




    “You can stay down here if you want to, Chi­un. Ei­ther way, you stay out of it.”




    Chi­un let go of Re­mo’s arms. “Very well. This is your de­ci­sion. But I will not wait

    be­low. I have al­ready stood at the base of Mount Paek­tu­san. This time I will ac­com­pa­ny

    my son to the sum­mit.”




    “Fair enough,” said Re­mo, start­ing up again.




    The high­er they climbed, the steep­er the moun­tain be­came. The air was warm, not cooled

    at all by the fresh­en­ing sea breeze. Be­yond them, the wa­ter stretched blue-​green to­ward

    in­fin­ity. But above, the sky hung suf­fo­cat­ing­ly close, like a vel­vet hang­ing.




    Re­mo was the first to reach the ledge. The cas­tle ru­ins cov­ered it. Once sparkling

    bat­tle­ments had lift­ed to the sky. Now on­ly one tur­ret stood. The rest had fall­en in­to

    great bro­ken blocks like a city lost for thou­sands of years.




    Down in the ru­ins, the Dutch­man walked, his pur­ple clothes loose against his body, his

    short blond hair stick­ing up like a car­toon of a man who has jammed a wet fin­ger in­to an

    elec­tri­cal sock­et.




    Re­mo climbed on­to a block of gran­ite and called down to his en­emy.




    “Pur­cell! “




    The Dutch­man did not re­act. Some­thing in the sky held his at­ten­tion.




    Re­mo looked up. High in the ear­ly-​morn­ing sky, like a di­amond in a jew­el­er’s case,

    the plan­et Venus shone like a star.




    Chi­un came up be­hind Re­mo. “What is he do­ing?” he asked.




    “Search me. He’s just star­ing at the sky.”




    “No, at that star.”




    Down be­low. the Dutch­man point­ed an ac­cus­ing fin­ger at the bright plan­et. His harsh

    voice ripped up from the cen­ter of the ru­ins. “Ex­plode! Why don’t you ex­plode?”




    “You’re right,” said Re­mo. “He has gone around the bend.”




    “We must stop him,” de­clared Chi­un.




    “That’s my idea,” Re­mo said res­olute­ly.




    Chi­un hur­ried af­ter him. “No, not for re­venge. Re­mem­ber the Dutch­man’s oth­er

    pow­ers. The ones that are not il­lu­sions. “




    “Yeah, he can make things catch fire or ex­plode. All he has to do is think it.”




    “He is try­ing to make Venus ex­plode. With his mind.”




    “Can he do that?” Re­mo asked, stop­ping sud­den­ly. The con­cept shook him out of this grim

    cer­tain­ty.




    “We do not wish to find out. Be­cause if he can, he will not stop with Venus. He will put

    out the very stars in the sky, one by one, un­til on­ly our world lies spin­ning in the Void.

    And then he will oblit­er­ate this world too. I know mad­ness. He is full of pow­er, Re­mo. Our

    lives no longer mean any­thing against this threat. Come.”




    And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju surged ahead. But Re­mo over­took him.




    “Pur­cell!” Re­mo yelled. His voice bounced off the ru­ins like an echo in a deep cave.

    “Pur­cell. For­get that crap. I’ve come for you.”




    The Dutch­man turned his elec­tric-​blue eyes to­ward them. They seemed to take a long time

    to fo­cus.




    “I will be with you in a mo­ment, my old en­emy. It seems that putting out a star re­quires

    more con­cen­tra­tion than I re­al­ized. “




    “You don’t have that kind of time,” said Re­mo, jump­ing in­to the ru­ins.




    “In­side line,” said Chi­un. And Re­mo nod­ded, tak­ing the in­side-​line ap­proach. He went

    at the Dutch­man in a straight line while Chi­un cir­cled around in back. Dis­tract­ed, the

    Dutch­man re­act­ed to Chi­un’s cir­cling at­tack. But Re­mo was faster. He gath­ered the

    Dutch­man up in his arms, tak­ing him un­der one shoul­der and around a thigh. Re­mo spun him

    like a ba­ton.




    The Dutch­man stopped his midair cartwheel with a reach­ing hand. He took Re­mo by the

    throat, bring­ing Re­mo in­to the mo­men­tum of his spin and throw­ing Re­mo against a

    shat­tered tur­ret.




    “I am more pow­er­ful than you,” said the Dutch­man, pick­ing him­self up. He wob­bled on

    his legs dizzi­ly. “I am the Dutch­man. I can ex­tin­guish the uni­verse with a thought!”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju saw that his pupil lay un­mov­ing. There was no time to see if he

    lived. Chi­un moved in on one of the Dutch­man’s knees. The fourth blow would no longer be

    de­nied.




    The Dutch­man turned, drop­ping in­to a fight­ing crouch. But Chi­un did not put up a

    match­ing de­fense. Let the Dutch­man have a free strike. Just as long as the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju had his fourth blow.




    Chi­un felt his toe con­nect with the Dutch­man’s knee at the same time the flat-​hand­ed

    blow struck his tem­ple. Chi­un rolled with the im­pact. Both com­bat­ants fell.




    “You have thrown in your lot with Shi­va,” the Dutch­man said bit­ter­ly, try­ing to rise to

    his feet. “You should have known bet­ter. You could have been fa­ther to a god.” And the

    Dutch­man, dis­dain­ing Chi­un’s prone form, turned his at­ten­tion back to the beck­on­ing

    gleam of Venus, the morn­ing star.




    As Chi­un watched, the Dutch­man lift­ed his arms to the pur­ple sky, first im­plor­ing­ly,

    then with a face shak­en by rage and wrath. The sky seemed to vi­brate.




    But all around them an­oth­er voice sud­den­ly re­ver­ber­at­ed, deep and full in strength.

    A voice the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had heard be­fore. The on­ly voice he had ev­er learned to

    fear.




    “I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; Death, the shat­ter­er of worlds. The dead night

    tiger made whole by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “




    And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju smiled grim­ly. For stand­ing on a ru­ined tur­ret, a block of

    gran­ite the size of a small car held over his head, stood Re­mo Williams.




    “Who is this dog meat who chal­lenges me?” Re­mo said in the voice of Shi­va.




    The gran­ite block ac­cel­er­at­ed through the air like a bul­let. The Dutch­man ex­ecut­ed

    a back­flip, land­ing on top of the block a mere sec­ond af­ter it crashed on­to the spot where

    he had been stand­ing.




    “Not good enough,” crowed the Dutch­man. And then it was Re­mo who was fly­ing through the

    air.




    The two men col­lid­ed, ir­re­sistible force meet­ing im­mov­able ob­ject. They grap­pled,

    hand to wrist and toe to toe. They strained against one an­oth­er like wrestlers, their faces

    warp­ing and con­tort­ing. The sud­den wave of sweat-​smell com­ing from the spot where they

    strug­gled told the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju of the ter­rif­ic force be­ing ex­pend­ed. Then, un­der

    their quiv­er­ing feet, the ground cracked and buck­led.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju crawled to avoid a widen­ing tear in the earth. He found his feet

    with dif­fi­cul­ty and moved to one side of the ru­ined cas­tle.




    This was a bat­tle of gods on earth. There was no place in it for a mere Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. With pained eyes Chi­un watched the dis­play of naked pow­er and prayed to the gods

    of Sinan­ju that he would not be asked to car­ry a body down the moun­tain this day.




    Re­mo Williams strug­gled might­ily. He had one hand around the Dutch­man’s wrist and the

    Dutch­man had his op­po­site hand around Re­mo’s oth­er wrist. They pushed and strained against

    one an­oth­er, their feet step­ping and lock­ing like hors­es try­ing to pull a too-​heavy

    load.




    The Dutch­man sud­den­ly brought one foot down on Re­mo’s in­step. Re­mo re­spond­ed with a

    cir­cle kick. The Dutch­man jumped with both feet. He let go of Re­mo’s wrist, but Re­mo did

    not let go of his. With a swift float­ing mo­tion Re­mo caught the Dutch­man’s oth­er wrist. He

    had them both now.




    When the Dutch­man’s feet touched ground, Re­mo pushed him. The Dutch­man’s weak­ened knees

    start­ed to buck­le. “This is for Mah-​Li,” Re­mo said an­gri­ly.




    “You kill me and you die!” snarled the Dutch­man, his face work­ing with fury. His eyes grew

    wilder still. His legs quiv­ered as they were forced fur­ther and fur­ther down. One knee

    touched the earth, send­ing shoot­ing pains up the Dutch­man’s in­jured leg.




    “No!” he screamed. Be­neath their feet, the earth cracked again. A ser­pent jumped out of

    the earth, long as a train and big­ger around than a red­wood. Its or­ange-​brown translu­cent

    body writhed like an earth­worm. And out of its mas­sive jaws, yel­low flames seared.




    “You’ll need more than your tricks to beat me now, Pur­cell,” Re­mo said. “You’re

    fin­ished.”




    “No!” shout­ed Jeremi­ah Pur­cell. And the voice was the voice of the beast with­in him, but

    the cry was tinged with fear. He felt his oth­er knee sink in­ex­orably, hu­mil­iat­ing­ly to

    the ground. “I am stronger than you! Greater than you! More Sinan­ju than you!”




    Col­ors swirled around him and the dis­cor­dant mu­sic swelled. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju put

    his hands over his eyes to block out the aw­ful glare. The ground bub­bled, as if it had turned

    to la­va. Blocks of gran­ite stood up on cater­pil­lar legs and marched to­ward the cen­ter of

    the ru­ins, where the com­bat­ants were locked in a death grip.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju watched in hor­ror, not know­ing what was re­al and what was

    not.




    It had seemed as if Re­mo were win­ning, but now, with the mu­sic ris­ing to a man­ic

    crescen­do, the Dutch­man sud­den­ly had Re­mo in a choke­hold. Re­mo’s arms flailed, his mouth

    gulp­ing air like a beached fish. Chi­un watched as, bru­tal­ly, like a python squeez­ing its

    prey, the Dutch­man con­tin­ued his cru­el hold un­til Re­mo’s face dark­ened with con­gest­ing

    blood.




    “Re­mo! Do not let him de­feat you!” Chi­un cried. He start­ed for them, but with a cal­lous

    glance the Dutch­man made a line of gran­ite blocks be­tween them ex­plode in­to a thou­sand

    pieces. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­treat­ed in­to the shel­ter of a fall­en cas­tle wall. He

    re­mained there while the frag­ments of stone pep­pered the ru­ins around him.




    When he emerged, the Dutch­man stood tri­umphant­ly, hold­ing Re­mo by the scruff of the

    neck, shout­ing at the top of his voice.




    “I am in­vin­ci­ble. I am the Dutch­man. There is no greater Mas­ter of Sinan­ju than

    Jeremi­ah Pur­cell. Do you hear me, Chi­un? Can you see me, Nui­hc, my fa­ther? I am supreme!

    Supreme! “




    In his hands, Re­mo hung limp and un­con­scious. And the heart went out of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    “You will not live to drink the nec­tar of your vic­to­ry,” de­clared Chi­un, draw­ing

    him­self up.




    “Supreme!” cried the Dutch­man as he dropped Re­mo scorn­ful­ly. He flung his arms out as if

    to of­fer his glo­ry to the uni­verse. His up­lift­ed face, al­most be­atif­ic in its

    ex­ul­ta­tion, saw the taunt­ing gleam of the morn­ing star hang­ing in the pur­ple sky.




    “Supreme,” he whis­pered, fo­cus­ing all his en­er­gy on one point of tight mil­lions of

    miles away.




    Chi­un bound­ed over fall­en blocks, his feet leap­ing, his blaz­ing hazel eyes fo­cused on

    the Dutch­man’s im­pe­ri­ous form. But he was too late. The mu­sic grew. And high in the sky

    Venus be­came a tiny flare of sil­ver that swelled and swelled un­til it filled the

    moun­tain­top with un­holy light.




    The Dutch­man lift­ed tri­umphant fists. “Supreme!”




    And as the dis­so­nant mu­sic grew un­bear­able, the ground opened up be­neath the

    Dutch­man’s feet.




    “No!” cried Chi­un. But it was too late. The Dutch­man fell in­to a widen­ing crater, arms

    flail­ing as he screamed his fi­nal words. They echoed deep from the earth.




    “Supreme! Supreme! Supreme!”




    And with his ag­itat­ed pur­ple fig­ure tum­bled the limp body of Re­mo Williams.




    When they were lost from sight, the ground closed up with a fi­nal­ity that si­lenced

    ev­ery­thing. In­clud­ing the mind mu­sic of the Dutch­man.




    Chi­un land­ed on the crack. He threw him­self up­on it, dig­ging and claw­ing

    fran­ti­cal­ly.




    “Re­mo! My son.” His fin­gers ex­ca­vat­ed the edge of the crack. But he on­ly suc­ceed­ed

    in scratch­ing it. The crack had closed ful­ly.




    Head bowed, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was silent for long mo­ments. Fi­nal­ly he scratched a

    sym­bol in the dirt with a long fin­ger­nail. It was a bi­sect­ed trape­zoid, the sign of

    Sinan­ju. It would for­ev­er mark the rest­ing place of the two white Mas­ters, the last of the

    line.




    Re­signed­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju got to his feet. He wiped the red earth from his

    ki­mono, mut­ter­ing a prayer for the dead un­der his breath. He turned to walk away from

    Dev­il’s Moun­tain, emp­ty-​hand­ed, re­al­iz­ing that there was a worse thing than car­ry­ing

    a dead son down a moun­tain. And that was leav­ing him there.




    A voice stopped him out­side the ru­ins. “Leav­ing with­out me, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    Chi­un wheeled at the sound. His face widened in such sur­prise, his wrin­kles smoothed

    out.




    “Re­mo!” he breathed. Then, loud­er, “Re­mo, my son. You live?”




    “More or less,” Re­mo said non­cha­lant­ly. His face was streaked with dirt and sweat.

    Un­der one arm he car­ried a life­less fig­ure in pur­ple whose wrists were bound by a yel­low

    sash. Jeremi­ah Pur­cell.




    “I saw you both swal­lowed by the earth.”




    “Not us,” said Re­mo. He tried to crack a smile, but Chi­un could see that it was an

    ef­fort. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju walked to Re­mo’s side and touched first his arm, then his

    face. “You are re­al. Not a cru­el il­lu­sion de­signed to pro­long my grief.”




    “I’m re­al,” said Re­mo.




    “But I saw this car­rion de­feat you.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “You saw what the Dutch­man imag­ined. What he want­ed to be­lieve.

    You were right, Chi­un. He had gone around the bend. Re­mem­ber when the col­ors got re­al­ly

    bright?”




    “Yes. “




    “I had him then. And he knew it. I think his mind re­al­ly snapped then. He knew he couldn’t

    win. He couldn’t bear to lose, so he cre­at­ed the il­lu­sion that he was win­ning. I saw it

    too. I had him on his knees. Sud­den­ly he col­lapsed. Then there was an­oth­er Dutch­man and

    an­oth­er one of me and they were fight­ing. When I re­al­ized what was hap­pen­ing, I stepped

    back and watched just as you did.”




    “But the pit?”




    “An il­lu­sion. Maybe you could say the pit was re­al in a way. It was the pit of mad­ness

    and the Dutch­man fi­nal­ly fell in. All I know is that here I am and here he is.”




    “Not dead?” won­dered Chi­un.




    “He might as well be,” Re­mo said, lay­ing the Dutch­man across a block of bro­ken stone.

    Jeremi­ah Pur­cell lay, breath­ing shal­low­ly, on­ly the faintest of lights in his eyes. His

    lips moved.




    “He is try­ing to say some­thing,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo placed his ear to the Dutch­man’s writhing lips. “I win. Even in de­feat.”




    “Don’t count on it,” Re­mo told him. But just be­fore the last light of in­tel­li­gence fled

    from his eyes, the Dutch­man reared up as if elec­tri­fied. “You will nev­er save the

    pres­iden­tial can­di­dates now!” Then he col­lapsed.




    Chi­un ex­am­ined him care­ful­ly.




    “He lives. But his eyes tell me that his mind has gone.”




    “He won’t men­ace us again. I guess I did it, Chi­un. I stopped the Dutch­man with­out

    killing him or my­self.”




    “Do not be so boast­ful. The Dutch­man’s last words in­di­cate that he may have the fi­nal

    vic­to­ry yet.”




    “If we hur­ry,” Re­mo said, heft­ing the Dutch­man in­to his arms, “we might be able to get

    back in time.”




    “No.” Chi­un stopped him. “I will car­ry him down. I have wait­ed many years for this day of

    atone­ment. “




    And to­geth­er they de­scend­ed Dev­il’s Moun­tain, the clear light of the morn­ing star

    hang­ing in an un­trou­bled blue sky above them.


  




  

    Chapter 36




    Ev­ery ma­jor net­work and ca­ble ser­vice car­ried De­ci­sion Amer­ica, the elec­tion-​eve

    pres­iden­tial de­bate broad­cast live from a Man­hat­tan tele­vi­sion stu­dio. The

    can­di­dates had been in­tro­duced and the Vice-​Pres­ident had giv­en his open­ing state­ment,

    end­ing with a reaf­fir­ma­tion of his promise to put an end to all covert op­er­ations by

    Amer­ican in­tel­li­gence agen­cies.




    Gov­er­nor Michael Prin­cip­pi led off his re­marks with a solemn vow to ex­punge all

    black-​bud­get projects from the fed­er­al books.




    In the mid­dle of his state­ment, tele­vi­sion screens all over Amer­ica went black.




    The Se­cret Ser­vice had ev­ery en­trance to the tele­vi­sion stu­dio cov­ered. Heavy,

    bul­let­proof limousines were parked bumper to bumper all around the block in­stead of the

    usu­al clum­sy con­crete bar­ri­ers. They were pre­pared for any­thing.




    Ex­cept for a skin­ny white man and a frail Ori­en­tal who jumped out of a screech­ing taxi,

    bound­ed over the limousines, and passed the Se­cret Ser­vice with­out even stop­ping to say:

    May I?




    The agents yelled, “Halt!” and fired warn­ing shots.




    “No time,” said the white man as he and the Ori­en­tal ducked around a cor­ner a flick ahead

    of a storm of bul­lets. At the door lead­ing in­to the de­bate stu­dio, two Se­cret Ser­vice

    agents re­act­ed to the in­tru­sion with light­ning speed. They drew down on the pair and for

    their pains were put to sleep with chop­ping hands.




    Re­mo Williams slammed in­to the stu­dio, where three cam­eras were dol­ly­ing back and

    forth be­fore the pres­iden­tial can­di­dates. There was a small stu­dio au­di­ence of

    se­lect­ed me­dia rep­re­sen­ta­tives.




    “The cam­eras first,” Re­mo yelled. “We don’t want this on na­tion­wide TV.”




    “Of course,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Sep­arat­ing, they yanked out the heavy ca­bles that fed the three tele­vi­sion cam­eras.

    Con­ster­na­tion broke out in the con­trol booth when the mon­itor screens all went black.




    “You again!” screeched the Vice-​Pres­ident, jump­ing out of his chair.




    “Lat­er,” said Re­mo, pulling him from his chair so fast that his lapel mike came loose.




    “What do we look for?” asked Chi­un, pluck­ing Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi from his seat.




    “I don’t know. A bomb. Any­thing,” snapped Re­mo, rip­ping the chair from its moor­ing.

    “Noth­ing un­der this one.” he said throw­ing the chair away.




    “Bomb?” said the di­rec­tor. The pan­ic was im­me­di­ate. Peo­ple flood­ed out of the

    stu­dio. They made a hu­man wave that blocked the Se­cret Ser­vice from com­ing in.




    “Any­thing?” Re­mo shout­ed.




    “No!” said Chi­un, tear­ing up the planks of the stage. They flew like tooth­picks in a

    storm.




    Des­per­ate­ly, Re­mo looked around. The heavy spot­lights in­hib­it­ed his vi­sion. He

    could hear the fright­ened voic­es of the stu­dio au­di­ence as they tried to get through one

    door, and the an­gry or­ders of the frus­trat­ed Se­cret Ser­vice for them to clear a path. The

    three cam­eras point­ed at him dumb­ly. Then one of them dol­lied for­ward.




    Re­mo had a split-​sec­ond thought that the stupid cam­era­man must not re­al­ize

    trans­mis­sion had been cut off, when the cam­era clicked and a per­fo­rat­ed met­al tube

    jut­ted out un­der the big lens.




    “Ma­chine gun!” Re­mo yelled.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju threw him­self across the hud­dled pres­iden­tial can­di­dates and

    held them down.




    Re­mo twist­ed in midair, avoid­ing a rat­tling stream of .30-cal­iber bul­lets, and land­ed

    on his feet. The cam­era shift­ed to­ward the three crouch­ing fig­ures on the stage and aimed

    down­ward.




    Re­mo leapt. There was no time for any­thing fan­cy.




    Be­hind him the cur­tained stu­dio back­drop shiv­ered in­to rags as the bul­let stream sank

    low­er and low­er.




    Herm Ac­cord jock­eyed the cam­era, cer­tain he had got­ten the skin­ny guy in the white

    T-​shirt. Now, where were the oth­ers? It wasn’t easy to sight down a TV cam­era. The lens was

    larg­er than the gun muz­zle he had in­stalled in­to the cam­era the night be­fore. It gave him

    too big a field of vi­sion, like try­ing to cen­ter on a mosquito through a drain­pipe.




    Frus­trat­ed, he held fire and stuck his head around the cam­era.




    The face of the skin­ny guy was an inch from his own. Herm Ac­cord start­ed to say, “What

    the-” when the soft con­so­nant of the next word rais­ing from his throat en­coun­tered his

    teeth as they ca­reened down his gul­let.




    He jumped back, grab­bing his throat, cough­ing spas­mod­ical­ly. He didn’t know that a

    bi­cus­pid, trav­el­ing faster than a bul­let, had al­ready frag­ment­ed in his throat. He

    didn’t know and he didn’t care. He saw the hand reach­ing for his face. It be­came a loom­ing

    mass of pink, and for Herm Ac­cord, like Amer­ica, the lights had gone out.




    Re­mo didn’t both­er to check the as­sas­sin’s body af­ter it fell. He jumped to Chi­un’s

    side. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was help­ing the Vice-​Pres­ident to his feet.




    “Thank you,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident in a shak­en voice.




    “For both of us,” added Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi.




    “Looks like we’re just in time,” com­ment­ed Re­mo.




    “Sinan­ju is al­ways on time,” said Chi­un.




    “We got­ta get out of here,” said Re­mo, glanc­ing to­ward the door where the Se­cret

    Ser­vice agents were scream­ing that they were go­ing to shoot ev­ery­one block­ing the door if

    the way wasn’t cleared im­me­di­ate­ly. “But we want you to know that this is the end of it.

    There’ll be no more as­sas­si­na­tions. We took care of the guy be­hind it all.”




    “I think I can speak for the gov­er­nor when I say we ap­pre­ci­ate your help,” the

    Vice-​Pres­ident said sin­cere­ly, but­ton­ing his jack­et.




    “Thank Smith,” said Re­mo. “It’s his op­er­ation. And just so you know, we’re back in the

    fight.”




    “Glad to have you,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident warm­ly.




    “And you can for­get about Ado­nis. He was part of the plot too.”




    “I can’t un­der­stand it,” mut­tered Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi, look­ing around the stu­dio.

    “Where’s my nin­ja? He said he’d al­ways be by my side even if I couldn’t see him. All I had to

    do was whis­tle.”




    “Did you whis­tle?” asked Chi­un bland­ly.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, no. I was too busy duck­ing.”




    “It would not have mat­tered,” Chi­un said. “Ev­ery­one knows that nin­jas are tone deaf.

    “




    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi placed his pinky fin­gers at the edges of his mouth and whis­tled

    sharply.




    “Noth­ing,” he said dis­ap­point­ed­ly.




    “See?” said Chi­un. “Re­mem­ber, with Sinan­ju you do not even have to whis­tle. A phone

    call will do.”




    And Re­mo and Chi­un slipped in­to the knot of strug­gling peo­ple at the door. Even though

    the door re­sem­bled a New York sub­way car dur­ing rush hour, they fil­tered through the

    peo­ple as if by os­mo­sis, right past the fran­tic Se­cret Ser­vice agents.




    When the Se­cret Ser­vice fi­nal­ly got in­to the stu­dio, they found the two pres­iden­tial

    can­di­dates calm­ly re­plac­ing their lapel mikes.




    “You’re too late,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident cock­ily. “But why don’t you peo­ple do

    some­thing use­ful like get­ting rid of this body? We’ve got a de­bate to fin­ish.”




    All over Amer­ica, black­ened TV screens came to life again. News an­chor­men apol­ogized in

    un­cer­tain terms for what they called “tech­ni­cal dif­fi­cul­ties.” And when the de­bate

    re­sumed they had no ex­pla­na­tion for why the pres­iden­tial can­di­dates were stand­ing

    in­stead of sit­ting, or for the bul­let holes and tears in the ru­ined stu­dio back­drop.




    Gov­er­nor Prin­cip­pi picked up his un­fin­ished re­marks in a se­ri­ous, un­ruf­fled

    voice.




    “Be­fore we were in­ter­rupt­ed, I was say­ing that we need to curb our in­tel­li­gence

    ser­vices. But I want to make it plain that there will be a place in my ad­min­is­tra­tion for

    cer­tain nec­es­sary in­tel­li­gence op­er­ations. Specif­ical­ly, coun­ter­in­tel­li­gence.

    Af­ter all, these agen­cies ex­ist so that our armed forces will not have to be used. And I

    want to pub­licly thank the anony­mous Amer­icans-​the Toms, the Dicks, and the Harolds-​who

    toil in these agen­cies. They keep Amer­ica strong. Don’t you agree, Mr. Vice-​Pres­ident?”




    “Hearti­ly,” said the Vice-​Pres­ident. “We got ‘em, and God knows we need ‘em. And the

    Browns and Jone­ses and Smiths who keep ‘em run­ning.”




    It was the fastest po­si­tion switch Amer­ica had ev­er wit­nessed. But few Amer­icans were

    sur­prised. The pres­iden­tial can­di­dates were, af­ter all, politi­cians.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith watched the de­bate from his hos­pi­tal bed. On­ly he could guess what

    had tran­spired dur­ing the net­work black­out. Re­mo and Chi­un. They had done it again. CURE

    would go on. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.




    Re­mo Williams stopped the car at the rust­ing wrought-​iron en­trance to Wild­wood

    Ceme­tery two days lat­er and slipped through the squeak­ing gates.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju walked at his side. Re­mo’s pace was ea­ger.




    “Smith would be up­set if he knew you were here,” Chi­un warned.




    “It was the on­ly place I could think of to meet.”




    “Smith is al­ready up­set.”




    “How could he be? We saved his ba­con. And Amer­ica’s ba­con. There’s a new Pres­ident

    com­ing in­to of­fice who thinks CURE should go on for­ev­er. And the Dutch­man is go­ing to

    spend the rest of his life in a Fol­croft rub­ber room pick­ing lint out of his navel. He’s

    nev­er go­ing to both­er any of us again. Our prob­lems are over. I can’t wait to tell

    Jil­da.”




    “Smith is up­set be­cause when his vi­sion re­turned, he was able to read the

    con­tract.”




    “What’d you stick him with? Dou­ble the last con­tract?”




    “Dou­ble would not be enough to pay for the in­dig­ni­ty of bar­gain­ing the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju down to a low­er fee and tear­ing up that last con­tract. I charged triple. “




    “I can see why he’s up­set. That’s a big jump.”




    “It was nec­es­sary. He was pay­ing for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, for cer­tain dis­rep­utable

    acts vis­it­ed up­on the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju … and for you.”




    Re­mo stopped dead in his tracks. Chi­un looked up at him with a placid ex­pres­sion.




    “Me? You signed me on for an­oth­er year?”




    “Two years. Con­sid­er it a form of job se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “Don’t I have a say in this?”




    “No. I am still Mas­ter. You are the pupil. Tech­ni­cal­ly, you are an ap­pren­tice. And as

    such, I ne­go­ti­ate for you. As al­ways. “




    Re­mo shook his head. He con­tin­ued walk­ing. “We’ll see what Jil­da says,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un in a hol­low voice. “We will see what Jil­da says.”




    At the grave bear­ing the name of Re­mo Williams, there were flow­ers. Re­mo stopped.




    “Fun­ny. Who would put flow­ers on my grave?” he said. He bent over and picked them up.

    In­side, there was an en­ve­lope. It was slight­ly sog­gy from the re­cent rain. Re­mo dropped

    the flow­ers and opened the pa­per. He saw that it was ad­dressed to him and signed

    “Jil­da.”




    Re­mo read.




    “What does she say?” Chi­un asked qui­et­ly when Re­mo was done.




    “She’s not com­ing,” Re­mo said thick­ly. “Ev­er.”




    “It is not meant to be. “




    “Not as long as I’m in the busi­ness I’m in, she says. And she knows that it’s the on­ly

    busi­ness for me. She says that this time, it was me who left her. That’s what made up her

    mind. The way I took off for Amer­ica with you. She says I be­long here.”




    “You know it too,” said Chi­un.




    “She says that Freya miss­es me al­ready,” Re­mo went on, look­ing at the let­ter with

    caved-​in eyes. “And that when the time comes and I wish it, and Freya wish­es it, Jil­da will

    con­sid­er al­low­ing her to be trained in Sinan­ju.”




    “She is dream­ing,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly. “No wom­an has ev­er been a Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. No wom­an can ev­er be­come a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. It is im­pos­si­ble.”




    “There’s a P.S.,” Re­mo said. “It says that Freya has been work­ing on her breath­ing when

    she isn’t rid­ing her pony. She sends a present to show you that she’s try­ing to grow up to be

    big and strong like her dad­dy, as well as her mom­my.”




    Re­mo reached in­to the flow­er bas­ket and came up with a small horse­shoe that had been

    bent in­to the shape of a pret­zel.




    “Look, Chi­un.”




    “A twist­ed horse­shoe,” Chi­un sniffed. “So?”




    “Don’t you get it?” Re­mo said. “Freya did that. With her own lit­tle hands.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble!” sput­tered Chi­un. “She is too young, she is white, and she is a fe­male. I

    could not do that un­til I was twelve! “




    “So?” Re­mo said. “You’re not white or fe­male.”




    Chi­un stamped his foot an­gri­ly. “I do not be­lieve it.”




    “But I do,” Re­mo said. “And I’m go­ing to keep this for­ev­er. “




    Chi­un frowned. “Are you not even go­ing to at­tempt to pry Jil­da’s where­abouts from my

    in­vi­olate lips?” he asked. Re­mo thought for a long time be­fore he an­swered. When he spoke,

    he stared at the twist­ed horse­shoe wist­ful­ly.




    “Nope,” he said at last. “Jil­da knows what she’s do­ing. I guess she’s right. Be­sides,

    she’s not liv­ing in Wales any­more. The let­ter said so.”




    “What!” cried Chi­un. “You mean she left no for­ward­ing ad­dress! How will I send my

    grand­daugh­ter presents on her birth­days? How will I mon­itor her progress through the ear­ly

    years of her life?”




    “We’ll see them again,” Re­mo said. “I just don’t know when. “




    “Then you will re­main in Amer­ica-​with me?”




    Re­mo sighed. “Yeah, I don’t have any­where else to go, I guess. Back in Sinan­ju, the

    vil­lagers think I’m a jerk. There are too many bad mem­ories back there any­way.”




    “It is not the ide­al sit­ua­tion,” Chi­un agreed. “Not when liv­ing in the pearl of Asia is

    pre­ferred, but we will make the best of it. For two years at least.”




    “Wait a sec,” Re­mo said. “I thought you want­ed to live in Amer­ica. And what about that

    whole wardrobe of West­ern clothes you bought so you could be more Amer­ican?”




    “I have burned them. Sad­ly, I dis­cov­ered they are in­ad­equate for climb­ing pur­pos­es.

    It is a ma­jor flaw for those in our hon­ored pro­fes­sion.”




    “Okay, but didn’t you fi­nal­ly ad­mit that Sinan­ju was a dung heap?”




    Chi­un puffed out his cheeks. “Re­mo!” he said, shocked.




    “I said no such thing. And I will de­ny any slan­der to the con­trary. “




    “But you do ad­mit you’re hap­py with the way things have worked out, and there’ll be no

    carp­ing from now on?”




    “I am not! I am an old man, with an ir­re­spon­si­ble white for a pupil and no wor­thy heir

    for ei­ther of us. It is my sad fate, but I will bear up. I will not com­plain about these

    things. I will not men­tion to you that be­cause of your in­abil­ity to sire a male, I am

    forced to work in­to my fi­nal days in­stead of en­ter­ing in­to the tra­di­tion­al pe­ri­od of

    re­tire­ment. It may be that I will have to work for­ev­er. No Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has ev­er

    been bur­dened. But I will not com­plain. Not I. “




    “Ptero­dactyl dung,” replied Re­mo. And in spite of the pain he felt, he smiled.
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