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  CHAPTER ONE




  

    This death threat made him think.




    It had that re­al qual­ity about it, as if it weren’t so much a threat as a promise.




    The caller had sound­ed so much like an au­then­tic busi­ness­man that Ernest Wal­green’s

    sec­re­tary had put him right through.




    “It’s a Mr. Jones.”




    “What does he want?” asked Wal­green. As pres­ident of Dat­aCom­pu­tron­ics in

    Min­neapo­lis, Min­neso­ta, he had learned to re­ly on his sec­re­tary, so much so that when he

    met peo­ple at busi­ness func­tions he would in­stinc­tive­ly look for her to tell him which

    per­son he should warm up to and which he shouldn’t. It was a sim­ple ques­tion of not

    both­er­ing to use his own judg­ment be­cause his sec­re­tary’s had proved so much bet­ter over

    the years.




    “I don’t know, Mr. Wal­green. He sound­ed like you were ex­pect­ing his call. He says it’s a

    some­what pri­vate mat­ter.”




    “Put him on,” Wal­green said. He could work while he talked, read­ing pro­pos­als, check­ing

    out con­tracts, sign­ing doc­uments. It was an ex­ec­utive’s at­tribute, a mind that could be

    in twoplaces at once. His fa­ther had had it; his own son did not.




    Wal­green’s grand­fa­ther had been a farmer and his fa­ther had owned a drug­store.

    Wal­green had thought there was a nat­ural pro­gres­sion, from farm to phar­ma­cy to

    ex­ec­utive suite, and on to pos­si­bly pres­ident of a uni­ver­si­ty or per­haps the cler­gy.

    But, no, his own son had bought a small farm and had re­turned to grow­ing wheat and wor­ry­ing

    about the fre­quen­cy of the rains and the price of crops.




    Ernest Wal­green had thought the progress of the Wal­green fam­ily was a lad­der, not a

    cir­cle. There were worse things than farm­ing, but few that were hard­er, he thought. But he

    knew it would be of no avail to ar­gue with his son. The Wal­greens were stub­born and made up

    their own minds. Grand­pa Wal­green had once said, “The pur­pose of try­ing is try­ing. It

    ain’t so damned im­por­tant to get some­where as it is to be on your way.”




    Young Ernest had asked his fa­ther what that meant. His fa­ther said, “Grand­pa means it

    isn’t how you put it in the bot­tle, but what you put in.”




    Years lat­er Wal­green re­al­ized that that was just a sim­ple con­tra­dic­tion of what

    Grand­pa had said, but by then he didn’t have too much time to think about it. He was too busy,

    and be­fore Grand­pa died he com­mend­ed Ernest Wal­green for us­ing his very mod­est skills,

    “to be­come one of the rich­est lit­tle pis­sers in the whole damned state. I didn’t think you

    had it in you.” Grand­pa Wal­green talked like that. All the Wal­greens made up their own

    minds.




    “Mr. Wal­green, we’re go­ing to kill you,” camethe voice over the tele­phone. It was a

    man. A steady voice. It was not the usu­al sort of threat.




    Wal­green knew threats. His first ten years out of the uni­ver­si­ty were spent guard­ing

    Pres­ident Tru­man in the Se­cret Ser­vice, a ca­reer which, de­spite its promised pro­mo­tions

    for one as bright and thor­ough as Wal­green, did not go as far up the lad­der as Wal­green had

    in­tend­ed to take him­self and his fam­ily. But be­cause of that he knew threats and he knew

    most of them were made by peo­ple who couldn’t car­ry out re­al phys­ical harm on their

    tar­gets. The threat it­self was the at­tack.




    Most of the re­al dan­gers came from peo­ple who nev­er sent any threat at all. The Se­cret

    Ser­vice still checked out the threat­en­ers and had them watched, but it was not so much to

    pro­tect the Pres­ident as to pro­tect the de­part­ment in the un­like­ly event that a

    threat­en­er ac­tu­al­ly went out and tried to do some­thing about his ha­tred. Eighty-​sev­en

    per­cent of all record­ed death threats made in Amer­ica over a year were made by drunks. Less

    than three-​hun­dredth’s of one per­cent of those threats ev­er re­sult­ed in any­thing.




    “You just threat­ened my life, didn’t you?” said Wal­green. He put aside the pile of

    con­tracts and his desk, wrote down the time of the call, and buzzed his sec­re­tary to lis­ten

    in.




    “Yes, I did.”




    “May I ask why?”




    “Don’t you want to know when?” said the voice. It had a twang, but it was not mid­west.

    Wal­green placed it some­where east of Ohio and south. Vir­ginia in the west, pos­si­bly. The

    voice sound­ed in the late for­ties. It was raspy. Wal­green wrote down on a small white pad:

    11:03a.m., twangy voice, South. Vir­ginia? Male. Raspy. Prob­ably a smok­er. Late

    for­ties.




    “Cer­tain­ly I want to know when, but more than that I want to know why.”




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand.”




    “Try me,” said Wal­green.




    “In due time. What are you go­ing to do about this?”




    “I’m go­ing to re­port it to the po­lice.”




    “Good. And what else?”




    “I’ll do what­ev­er the po­lice tell me.”




    “Not enough, Mr. Wal­green. Now you’re a rich man. You should be able to do more than just

    phone the po­lice.”




    “Do you want mon­ey?”




    “Mr. Wal­green, I know you want to keep me talk­ing. But I al­so know that even if the

    po­lice were sit­ting in your lap, you would not be able to trace this call in less than three

    min­utes . . . and con­sid­er­ing they are not, the re­al talk­ing time is clos­er to eigh­teen

    min­utes be­fore you could trace this call.”




    “I don’t get death threats ev­ery day.”




    “You used to. You dealt with them all the time. For mon­ey, re­mem­ber ?”




    “What do you mean?” asked Wal­green, know­ing ex­act­ly what the caller meant. The caller

    knew Wal­green had worked for the Se­cret Ser­vice, but even more im­por­tant knew ex­act­ly

    what Wal­green’s job had been. Even his wife didn’t know that.




    “You know what I mean, Mr. Wal­green.”




    “No, I don’t.”




    “Where you used to work. Now, don’t you think you could pro­vide your­self some good

    protec­tion with all your friends at the Se­cret Ser­vice and with all your mon­ey?”




    “All right. If you in­sist, I’ll pro­tect my­self. Then what?”




    “Then we’ll kill your ass any­way, Ernie. Ha­ha­ha.”




    The caller hung up. Ernest Wal­green wrote down the last note on the sheet. 11:07- The

    caller had spo­ken for four min­utes.




    “Wow,” said Wal­green’s sec­re­tary, burst­ing in­to the of­fice. “I got down ev­ery word he

    said. Do you think he’s for re­al?”




    “Very,” said Ernest Wal­green. He was fifty-​four years old and he felt drained that day. It

    was as if some­thing in him were cry­ing about the in­jus­tice of it. As if there were bet­ter

    times for death threats, not when his son’s wife was about to give birth, not when he had

    bought the ski lodge in Sun Val­ley, Utah, not when the com­pa­ny he had found­ed was about to

    have a record year, not when Mil­dred, his wife, had just found a con­sum­ing hob­by of

    pot­tery that made her even more cheer­ful. These were the best years of his life and he found

    him­self telling him­self that he was sor­ry this threat didn’t come when he was young and

    poor. He found him­self think­ing, I’m too rich to die now. Why didn’t the bas­tards do it when

    I had trou­ble with the mort­gage pay­ments ?




    “What should I do ?” asked his sec­re­tary.




    “Well, for the time be­ing, we’ll move you down the hall. Who knows what these lu­natics

    will do and there’s no point get­ting any­one killed who doesn’t have to be.”




    “You think they’re lu­natics?”




    “No,” said Wal­green. “That’s why I want you to move sev­er­al of­fices away.”




    To his sor­row, the po­lice al­so thought it was a call by a lu­natic. The po­lice gave him

    a lec­ture that came right out of a Se­cret Ser­vice man­ual on ter­ror­ists. Worse, it was a

    dat­ed man­ual.




    The po­lice cap­tain was named La­pointe. He was rough­ly Wal­green’s age. But where

    Wal­green was lean and tanned and neat, La­pointe’s fleshy ex­panse seemed held to­geth­er

    on­ly by his uni­form. He had con­de­scend­ed to see Wal­green be­cause Wal­green was an

    im­por­tant busi­ness­man. He spoke to Wal­green as if ad­dress­ing a ladies’ tea on the

    hor­rors of crime.




    “What you’ve got is your lu­natic ter­ror­ist, un­afraid to die,” he said.




    “That’s wrong,” Wal­green said. “They all say they’re will­ing to die, but that’s not the

    case.”




    “The man­ual says it is.”




    “You are re­fer­ring to an old Se­cret Ser­vice man­ual which was ac­knowl­edged as

    in­cor­rect al­most as soon as it came out.”




    “I hear it all the time. Just on tele­vi­sion, a com­men­ta­tor said ter­ror­ists aren’t

    afraid to die. I heard it.”




    “It’s still wrong. And I don’t think I am deal­ing with a ter­ror­ist.”




    “The ter­ror­ist mind is cun­ning.”




    “Cap­tain La­pointe, what I want to know is what are you go­ing to do for the pro­tec­tion

    of my life?”




    “We’re go­ing to give you thor­ough po­lice pro­tec­tion, weave a de­fense web around you on

    one hand and try to iden­ti­fy and im­mo­bi­lize the ter­ror­ist in his lair on the oth­er

    hand.”




    “You still haven’t said what you are go­ing to do.”




    “I most .cer­tain­ly have,” said La­pointe, har-​umph­ing in­dig­nant­ly.




    “Be spe­cif­ic,” said Wal­green.




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand.”




    “Try me,” said Wal­green.




    “It’s very tech­ni­cal,” warned Cap­tain La­pointe.




    “Go ahead.”




    “First we pull files look­ing for an MO, which is…”




    “Which is modus operand! and you’re go­ing to find out all the peo­ple in this area who have

    phoned oth­er peo­ple threat­en­ing to kill them, and you’re go­ing to ask them where they were

    at 11:03 to­day and when you find a few who give fun­ny or con­tra­dic­to­ry sto­ries, you will

    an­noy them un­til they tell you some­thing that the city at­tor­ney is will­ing to pros­ecute

    on. Mean­while, the peo­ple who are go­ing to kill me will have killed me.”




    “That’s very neg­ative.”




    “Cap­tain La­pointe, I don’t think these peo­ple are in your files. What I would like is a

    team surveil­lance and some ac­cess to peo­ple who know how to use weapons. With luck, we might

    foil the first at­tempt on my life and be able to find out pos­si­bly who the killers are. I

    think it’s more than one which gives them more pow­er but al­so makes them more li­able to

    ex­po­sure, es­pe­cial­ly at their link­ages.”




    “Sec­ond­ly,” said La­pointe, “we’re go­ing to send out an all points bul­letin . . . that’s

    an APE . . .”




    Wal­green was out of La­pointe’s of­fice be­fore the sen­tence was fin­ished. No help there,

    he thought.At home he told his wife he was go­ing to Wash­ing­ton. Mil­dred was at her

    small Shim-​oo pot­tery wheel. She was cen­ter­ing a red­dish mound of clay and the spring heat

    had giv­en her skin a healthy flush.




    “You’ve nev­er looked so beau­ti­ful, dear.”




    “Oh, c’mon. I’m a mess,” she said. But she laughed.




    “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think more and more how right I was to mar­ry

    you. How lucky I was.”




    And she smiled again and in that smile there was so much life that the great death he knew

    he was fac­ing, made no less great by its com­mon­ness to all men, was, in that smile of life,

    made less fear­ful for a mo­ment.




    “I mar­ried a beau­ti­ful per­son too, Ernie.”




    “Not as beau­ti­ful as I did.”




    “I think so, dear. I think so.”




    “You know,” he said, try­ing to be ca­su­al but not so ca­su­al that Mil­dred would see the

    ef­fort and sus­pect some­thing, “I can fin­ish up a Wash­ing­ton project in three weeks, if .

    ..”




    “If I got away on a trip,” she said.




    “Yes,” said Wal­green. “Maybe to your broth­er’s in New Hamp­shire.”




    “I was think­ing of Japan.”




    “Maybe we’ll both go, but af­ter your broth­er’s.”




    She left with­out fin­ish­ing the pot. It would be two days be­fore he found she had spo­ken

    with his sec­re­tary and knew how se­ri­ous­ly he had tak­en that tele­phone threat. He would

    re­al­ize lat­er she knew why she was be­ing sent away and did not let on so he would not

    car­ry the ex­tra bur­den of wor­ry. When he did re­al­ize it would be too late.She took

    an af­ter­noon flight to New Hamp­shire and the last pic­ture Ernest Wal­green would re­mem­ber

    of his wife was how she fum­bled with her purse for her tick­et, as she had fum­bled with her

    purs­es since he had met her so very long ago when they were young to­geth­er, as they had

    re­mained un­til that air­port, young to­geth­er, al­ways.




    At Se­cret Ser­vice head­quar­ters in Wash­ing­ton, when Ernest Wal­green got through the

    low­er func­tionar­ies to fi­nal­ly speak with a dis­trict man, he was greet­ed by:




    “Well, here comes the big rich busi­ness­man. How ya’ do­ing Ernie? Sor­ry you left us,

    huh?”




    “Not when I buy a new car,” Wal­green said and added soft­ly, “I’m in trou­ble.”




    “Yeah. We know.”




    “How?”




    “We keep track of our old peo­ple. We do guard the Pres­ident, you know, and we like to know

    what our old friends do all the time.”




    “I didn’t think it was still that tight.”




    “Since Kennedy, it stays that tight.”




    “That was a hel­lu­va shot that guy got from the win­dow,” Wal­green said. “No­body can stop

    that kind of stuff.”




    “You know bet­ter than I do. When you’re body­guard to the Pres­ident, no­body mea­sures

    your suc­cess by how many as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempts fail.”




    “How much do you know about me?”




    “We know you think you’re in trou­ble. We know that if you stayed with us, you would have

    gone to the top. We know some lo­cal po­lice are mak­ing nois­es and moves on your be­half

    thatyou’re sup­posed to be un­aware of. How good are your lo­cals, Ernie?”




    “Lo­cals,” said Wal­green.




    “Oh,” said the dis­trict man. It was a gray-​fur-​ni­tured of­fice with the an­ti­sep­tic

    cu­bic­ity of those who have very spe­cif­ic jobs and need not be ex­pan­sive to the pub­lic.

    Wal­green sat down. It was not the kind of of­fice that even old friends of­fered each oth­er a

    drink in. It was more a file cab­inet draw­er than an of­fice as Wal­green knew it, and he was

    very glad he had left the Se­cret Ser­vice for car­pets and drinks and golf dates and all the

    cozy ameni­ties of Amer­ican busi­ness.




    “I’m in trou­ble, but I can’t dot the ‘i’ on it. It was just a phone call, but the voice …

    it was the voice. I don’t know how much you know about busi­ness, but there are peo­ple you

    know who are just for re­al. It’s a calm­ness in their voic­es, a pre­ci­sion. I don’t know.

    This one had it.”




    “Ernie, I re­spect you. You know that.”




    “What are you driv­ing at?” asked Wal­green.




    “A phone call isn’t enough.”




    “What do I have to do to get you guys in on it? Be killed?”




    “All right. Why does this per­son want to kill you?”




    “I don’t know. He just said I should get all the pro­tec­tion I could.”




    “Were you drink­ing?”




    “No, I was not drink­ing. I was work­ing.”




    “Ernie, that’s a stan­dard crank call you got. That’s a stan­dard. They tell you to get a

    gun, to put on ex­tra men, ‘be­cause, bud­dy, I’m gonna blow your brains out.’ Ernie.

    Please.”




    “It was for re­al. I know stan­dard crank calls. You’re lucky you’ve got com­put­ers

    nowa­days tokeep track of them. I know crank calls. More­over, I think you know I can

    tell the dif­fer­ence. This voice was not a crank. I don’t know the why of it but, be­tween you

    and me, this one’s for re­al.”




    “You know I’m help­less, Ernie.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause in a re­port, it doesn’t have Ernie Wal­green look­ing me in the eye like you’re

    look­ing now and me know­ing, right where you know it, that these peo­ple are for re­al.

    Know­ing it in the gut.”




    “Got any sug­ges­tions ? I’ve had a lot of prac­tice mak­ing mon­ey.”




    “Use it, Ernie.”




    “With whom?”




    “Af­ter Kennedy got shot out from un­der­neath us, there was a big shake­up here. Pret­ty

    qui­et but pret­ty big.”




    “I know. I had some­thing to do with it,” Wal­green said. The dis­trict man looked at him

    with mild sur­prise.




    “Any­way,” the dis­trict man said, “it didn’t do any­thing be­cause there was no way we

    could have stopped a guy get­ting in a shot like Os­wald did, but we had to look like we made

    some changes so we could tell John­son that the Se­cret Ser­vice that lost Kennedy isn’t the

    same as the one guard­ing you now. In the shake­up, some good men, re­al­ly good men, quit.

    They were very bit­ter. And I can’t blame them. They have their own se­cu­ri­ty agen­cy now . .

    .”




    “I don’t need some re­tired po­lice­man in a blue uni­form to dis­cour­age

    shoplift­ing.”




    “No, they’re not your nor­mal cor­po­rate se­cu­ri­ty. They do su­per stuff for su­per

    peo­ple and I’m talk­ing about pro­tect­ing for­eign heads ofstate too, de­sign­ing their

    palaces and ev­ery­thing. They’re even bet­ter on pro­tec­tion than we are be­cause their

    clients don’t have to go run­ning around to ev­ery air­port crowd shak­ing hands. God, that

    ter­ri­fies me. Why couldn’t a Howard Hugh­es her­mit be ‘ Pres­ident in­stead of some damned

    politi­cian? It’s al­ways a politi­cian.” He paused. “What’d you mean, you had some­thing to do

    with the shake­up?” he asked.




    Wal­green shrugged. “I did some work for the Pres­ident,” he said, “in the se­cu­ri­ty

    area.”




    “Which Pres­ident?”




    “All of them. Un­til this one.”




    The firm name of re­tired Se­cret Ser­vice peo­ple was Pal­dor. He said the Se­cret Ser­vice

    had sent him and he was ush­ered in­to the kind of of­fices he was used to, a touch of strong

    el­egance with a good view.




    Cher­ry blos­soms and the Po­tomac. A friend­ly Scotch on the rocks. A sym­pa­thet­ic ear.

    The man’s name was Lester Pru­el and Wal­green knew some­thing about him. He was six feet one,

    tanned and healthy, with sharp, dis­cern­ing blue eyes. He had a com­fort­able smooth­ness

    about him that gov­ern­ment em­ploy­ees, in con­trast, seemed to lack, the sort of man­ner that

    in­di­cat­ed he made de­ci­sions. The de­ci­sion he made for Ernest Wal­green was ‘no.’




    “I’d like to help you,” said Pru­el. His gray-​blond hair was mar­celled in a very dry look.

    “And we do go out of our way for old friends from the Ser­vice. But fel­la, it’s one frig­ging

    phone call.”




    “I’ve got mon­ey.”




    “We charge a hun­dred thou­sand for just alook. Now that’s for send­ing some peo­ple

    out to fig­ure out what we’d re­al­ly charge you when we get down to work. We’re not send­ing a

    bunch of cadoo­dles in blue uni­forms and tin badges, two steps off the wel­fare rolls. This is

    re­al se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “That’s a lot of mon­ey.”




    “Fel­la, we’d do it for noth­ing, if we thought it was re­al. We like our con­tacts with our

    kind of peo­ple. We’d even like you, Wal­green, to come to work for us. Ex­cept you look like

    you’re do­ing pret­ty well for an old ser­vice man.”




    “I’m go­ing to die,” said Wal­green.




    “Have you been sort of light on sex late­ly? I mean, some­times at your age we lose a sense

    of pro­por­tion about things. Now both you and I know from train­ing that one phone call . .

    .”




    The next night, Ernest Wal­green of Min­neapo­lis, Min­neso­ta, was fly­ing to Manch­ester

    Air­port in New Hamp­shire to iden­ti­fy the body of his wife.




    A sy­ringe had been pressed thor­ough­ly in­to her tem­ple, as if some­body had at­tempt­ed

    to in­ject some­thing in­to her brain. Ex­cept this was a vet­eri­nar­ian’s sy­ringe and it had

    been emp­ty. What had been in­ject­ed in­to the brain was the large nee­dle to make the brain

    stop work­ing.




    And, as an added mea­sure, a good dose of air. Air in the blood­stream killed. The body was

    found in the back seat of her broth­er’s car, with no tell­tale fin­ger­prints on the car, none

    on the sy­ringe. It was as if some­one or some­thing had come in­to this lit­tle north­ern

    com­mu­ni­ty, done its job, and left. There was no known mo­tive.




    The cas­ket with her body was al­ready at the Manch­ester Air­port when Wal­green ar­rived.

    Lester Pru­el was stand­ing next to the cas­ket. His face was grim.




    “We’re all sor­ry. We didn’t know. We’ll give you ev­ery­thing. Again. I’m sor­ry, I’m

    sor­ry. We thought, well, it was just a phone call. On the face of it, you’ve got to ad­mit . .

    . look, we can’t bring her back but we can keep you alive. If you want us to.”




    “Yes, I do,” said Ernest Wal­green. Mil­dred would have want­ed that, he thought. She loved

    life. Death was no ex­cuse for the liv­ing to give up on it.




    She was buried at Ar­ca­di­an An­gels ceme­tery, out­side Olivia, coun­ty seat of Renville,

    amid the rich farm­lands where Wal­green’s fa­ther had been born and where his own son now

    plowed with trac­tor the ground that Wal­green had once plowed with hors­es.




    It was. the strangest fu­ner­al Olivia, Min­neso­ta, had ev­er seen. Well-​dressed men

    stopped mourn­ers com­ing to the grave­side to ask them what the met­al ob­ject was in their

    pock­ets. They would not let them go near the grave un­less they first showed what the met­al

    was. An Olivia busi­ness­man, an old friend of the Wal­green fam­ily, said the strangers must

    have de­vices some­where like air­ports had that de­tect­ed met­al on peo­ple.




    A near­by hill­top was scoured and a hunter was told to move on. When he re­fused his gun

    was tak­en. He said he was go­ing to the po­lice. The men told him, “Fine, but af­ter the

    fu­ner­al.”




    The car Ernest Wal­green drove up in was al­so strange. While oth­er tires left the pat­tern

    of their rub­ber-​grip­ping tread in the fresh spring earth, these dug in a good four inch­es.

    The car was a heavy one. A young­ster who got through the menal­ways sur­round­ing the

    limou­sine said the met­al “didn’t make no hol­low sound, like usu­al.”




    It wasn’t a car. It was a tank with wheels de­signed to look like a car. And there were

    guns. Hid­den un­der suit­cas­es, be­hind news­pa­pers, in­side hats, but guns to be sure.




    Ees­idents won­dered whether Ernest Wal­green had gone in­to crime.




    “The Mafia,” they whis­pered. But some­one point­ed out that the men didn’t look like Mafia

    types.




    “Shoot,” said some­one else in a rare bit of wis­dom, “the Mafia’s prob­ably as Amer­ican as

    you and me.”




    Some­one else re­mem­bered that Ernest Wal­green had once worked for the gov­ern­ment. At

    least that was the ru­mor.




    “It’s easy. Ernie must have be­come a spy for the CIA. He must be one of those fel­las what

    has to be pro­tect­ed ’cause he shot up so many of them Rus­sians.”




    Wal­green watched Mil­dred’s white ash cof­fin be­ing low­ered in­to the nar­row hole and

    thought, as he al­ways did at fu­ner­als, how nar­row the holes were and how small the last

    space was. And think­ing of Mil­dred go­ing down in­to that hole, he broke. There was noth­ing

    left but tears. And he had to tell him­self it was not his wife dis­ap­pear­ing, but the body.

    She had gone when the life went out of her. And he re­mem­bered her one last time, fum­bling

    with her purse at the air­port, and he thought: All right, let them end it now. Who­ev­er it

    is. Let them fin­ish me now.




    So deep was his grief, it de­mol­ished hate and any de­sire for re­venge.The Pal­dor

    se­cu­ri­ty team de­cid­ed his home was too ex­posed to risk. Too many blind en­trances and

    ex­its.




    “It’s an as­sas­sin’s de­light,” said Pru­el, who had per­son­al­ly tak­en over Wal­green’s

    pro­tec­tion.




    For Wal­green, it was a re­lief to leave that house be­cause Mil­dred was still there, in

    ev­ery part of it, from her pot­ter’s wheel to the mir­ror she had cracked.




    “I have a va­ca­tion cab­in in Sun Val­ley,” said Wal­green. “But I need some­thing to do. I

    don’t want to think. It hurts too much.”




    “We’ll have plen­ty of work for you,” said Pru­el.




    The Sun Val­ley house proved to be an ide­al fort, with what Pru­el called a few

    mod­ifi­ca­tions. Pal­dor re­fused to take any pay­ment. To keep Wal­green’s mind oc­cu­pied,

    Les Pru­el ex­plained the lat­est tech­niques in top se­cu­ri­ty.




    “For all his­to­ry, you’ve had im­pos­ing stone forts and moats and men stand­ing around

    with weapons. That is un­til a new tech­nique came about. Maybe it was stum­bled on, I don’t

    know, but it changed ev­ery­thing. And what it was is sort of mag­ic.”




    “Mys­tery.”




    “No, no. Mag­ic like Hou­di­ni. Like ma­gi­cians. Il­lu­sion. In oth­er words what you do is

    present some­thing that isn’t there. It sounds risky but it’s the safest damned thing that

    ev­er was. It’s ab­so­lute­ly one hun­dred per­cent fool­proof. If Kennedy had it, he nev­er

    would have been as­sas­si­nat­ed in Dal­las. Nev­er. Os­wald wouldn’t have known where to

    shoot.”




    Wal­green fol­lowed ev­ery step and as each newde­vice was in­stalled, he re­al­ized

    the ge­nius of the new tech­nique of il­lu­sion. It was not to stop an as­sas­sin from try­ing.

    Rather you want­ed him to try be­cause that was the great­est trap.




    First the win­dows in the house that ap­peared to be nor­mal see-​through glass were changed

    so that what you saw in­side was re­al­ly three or four feet off. You re­al­ly saw

    re­flec­tions from the po­lar­ized glass.




    And there were two ac­cess roads that were opened wide. Or so it seemed. But the roads were

    wired and if cars didn’t stop when or­dered to by some­one who ap­peared to be a for­est ranger

    but was re­al­ly a Pal­dor agent, the road would sud­den­ly open up at a spec­ified point,

    leav­ing two ditch­es in front and in back of any car which re­fused to stop.




    The slope of the hill housed an­oth­er elec­tri­cal sys­tem that picked up urine odors of

    any hu­man body. It had been de­vel­oped in Viet­nam. And all the sur­round­ing hills were

    cab­ined by peo­ple who ap­peared to be just va­ca­tion­ers when in re­al­ity they were Pal­dor

    agents.




    The il­lu­sion was that Ernest Wal­green’s coun­try cab­in was a coun­try cab­in, in­stead

    of an elec­tron­ic trap. It worked on the as­sas­sin’s mind so that when he saw Wal­green

    put­ter­ing around in his gar­den from a near­by hill, he would think: I can kill that man just

    by driv­ing up and putting a bul­let in him. I can kill that man any­time I want. And I’d

    bet­ter do it now be­cause he’ll nev­er be so open again.




    Now if some as­sas­sin had a ri­fle on that near­by hill, a wom­an fix­ing her fence would

    tap an elec­tron­ic sig­nal and the as­sas­sin would not on­ly failto get off a shot but

    would in all like­li­hood end up with a bul­let him­self.




    There was no way, Wal­green re­al­ized, that any­one could reach him and he was sor­ry he

    had not had this ear­li­er so Mil­dred could share this safe­ty with him. The pine cab­in was

    pro­tect­ed from ev­ery an­gle of ap­proach. And on Au­gust fifth, as the heat crossed the

    great Amer­ican plains back­ing the mid­west, the foun­da­tion of the cab­in rose. And when the

    tem­per­ature hit 92 de­grees, a very volatile ex­plo­sive, wait­ing in the foun­da­tion since

    spring, spread the house in one very loud bang across the Sun Val­ley recre­ation area.




    Along with its sole oc­cu­pant, Ernest Wal­green.




    In Wash­ing­ton, this mat­ter was called to the at­ten­tion of the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed

    States. An An­napo­lis grad­uate and a physi­cist, he was not about to be pan­icked.




    “Mur­der seems like a lo­cal crime,” he said.




    “It’s not just mur­der, sir,” said his aide in a thick South­ern drawl, so syrupy most

    North­ern­ers drummed their fin­gers wait­ing for the man to get through the vow­els and on to

    those rare con­so­nants South­ern­ers oc­ca­sion­al­ly al­lowed to en­ter their speech.




    “What is it then?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “It was an as­sas­si­na­tion that might be a warn­ing for us. We be­lieve it is.”




    “Then give it to the Se­cret Ser­vice. They’re re­spon­si­ble for my pro­tec­tion. I’m

    fair­ly cer­tain this man didn’t have as good pro­tec­tion as I do and be­sides,

    as­sas­si­na­tion is al­ways with a Pres­ident of this coun­try. It’s part of the job.”




    “Well, sir, this isn’t just any old as­sas­si­na­tion,You see, sir, it wasn’t that he

    had worse pro­tec­tion that you. The Se­cret Ser­vice tells us he had bet­ter. And the peo­ple

    who killed him . . . well, they say you’re next, sir.”


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    His name was Re­mo and he was ex­er­cis­ing. Not the way a high school coach would

    ex­er­cise a team did this man ex­er­cise. He did not push mus­cles or strain lig­aments or

    drive his wind to the break­ing point so that the break­ing point would be far­ther back next

    time. Strain­ing and push­ing were things long past, on­ly dim re­mem­brances of how oth­er men

    used their bod­ies in­cor­rect­ly.




    Noth­ing fight­ing it­self ev­er worked to its ut­most. But that which did what was at­tuned

    to it­self was the most ef­fec­tive it could be. A blade of grass grow­ing and reach­ing for

    light could crack con­crete. A moth­er, not re­mind­ing her­self she was a wom­an and

    there­fore in­ca­pable of strength, could-​to save her ba­by-​lift the rear end of an

    au­to­mo­bile off the ground. Wa­ter falling with grav­ity cut through rock.




    To be most pow­er­ful­ly hu­man re­quired di­vest­ing one­self of that which was most

    hu­man, a pure undi­lut­ed thought. And Ke­mo was one with him­self as he moved out smooth­ly

    and his body, with the snap of his toes ex­tend­ed out and rest­ful with the grav­ity, let the

    forty-​five feet of air between him and the side­walk be­low take him down from the build­ing

    ledge.




    There were forces that act­ed on the body in free-​falling flight, that if one al­lowed

    fear-​trig­gered adrenalin to dom­inate, could crush the bones of the body as it col­lid­ed

    with the pave­ment.




    What one had to do was to be able to co­or­di­nate the meet­ing with the pave­ment … to make

    the fall slow­er at the bot­tom.




    It would not be re­al­ly slow­er, any more than base­balls pitched to the great hit­ter Ted

    Williams were slow­er than those pitched to any­one else. But Ted Williams could see the

    stitch­es on the pitched base­balls and there­fore could hit the ball with his bat more

    eas­ily.




    Re­mo, whose last name had al­so been Williams a long time ago but was no re­la­tion to the

    ballplay­er, al­so slowed things down by be­com­ing faster with his mind, the most pow­er­ful

    hu­man or­gan but the one used least by most peo­ple. Less than eight per­cent of the hu­man

    brain was ev­er used. It had be­come al­most a ves­ti­gial or­gan.




    If men ev­er learned to use that mind, they would, like Re­mo-​his hands ex­tend­ed now

    be­fore him-​catch the world on the side­walk, com­press it back up so that there was no

    sud­den push on the body, but on­ly a minute­ly ac­cu­rate di­vi­sion of stress, un­til … no

    more. No stress and back up on feet and look around. Sala­man­der Street, Los An­ge­les. Emp­ty

    side­walk, just day­break in Watts.




    Re­mo picked up the two twen­ty-​five cent pieces that had fall­en out of his pock­et and

    looked around for more change. Ear­ly morn­ing was al­ways qui­et in black neigh­bor­hoods, a

    spe­cialnoth­ing-​do­ing time of day, where if you want­ed you could do com­pres­sion

    dives off build­ings and no one would go run­ning around say­ing:




    “Hey, did you see that guy do that? Did you see what I saw?”




    Re­mo was six feet tall with high cheek­bones and dark eyes that had an elec­tric cool about

    them. He was thin and on­ly his ex­traor­di­nar­ily thick wrists might in­di­cate that here was

    some­thing oth­er than the nor­mal de­cay­ing flesh most men al­low their bod­ies to

    be­come.




    There had been high dives by peo­ple with­out full body con­trol, but they used foam and

    in­flat­ed gi­ant pil­lows to ab­sorb the smack crack of forty-​eight feet so that the

    ma­te­ri­al, not the div­er, con­trolled the im­pact.




    They al­so lacked con­trol of their or­gans, as­sum­ing the in­testines and liv­er act­ed

    like in­de­pen­dent plan­ets. Con­sid­er­ing what foul­ness they con­sumed for en­er­gy and how

    they breathed, they were for­tu­nate that cells were al­lowed to con­trol them­selves. If the

    peo­ple had done it, they would hard­ly have lived to reach pu­ber­ty.




    Re­mo looked back at the build­ing.




    Ex­er­cise now had be­come a re-​re­al­iza­tion of what his body was and what he did and

    thought and breathed. The flat slap of a soft rub­ber tire hob­bled through a pot­hole two

    blocks down. A yel­low car with a light on top in­di­cat­ing a cab for hire slow­ly came up the

    street.




    Re­mo waved at him. He had to get back to the ho­tel. He could run it but he did not need

    the run­ning, and if he should be for­tu­nate enough to luck in­to a cab at this hour and this

    place, why not?




    Re­mo wait­ed as the cab came close. There were im­por­tant things to do that morn­ing.

    Up­stairshad come up with a new wrin­kle. Re­mo could nev­er fol­low the code words and

    al­ways end­ed up snarling at mid­dle-​aged Dr. Harold W. Smith:




    “If you can say it, say it. If not, don’t. I’m not go­ing to pid­dle around with let­ters

    and num­bers and dates. If you want to play with your­self, feel free. But this code nick­ypoo

    is the pits.”




    Smith, who to the out­side world ran a san­itar­ium called Fol­croft on Long Is­land Sound,

    was in the west to de­liv­er per­son­al­ly some­thing he had been un­able to say in code on the

    tele­phone. The few words Re­mo had un­der­stood meant that it had to do with the new

    Pres­ident and some safe­ty mea­sure. Smith was to be at the ho­tel for ex­act­ly ten min­utes

    and out again, un­der the rather work­able and usu­al­ly suc­cess­ful the­ory that if there is

    some­thing that is dan­ger­ous, one should do it as quick­ly as pos­si­ble. Don’t give

    dis­as­ter a lot of op­er­at­ing time.




    And there was al­ways a dan­ger in Smith meet­ing Re­mo, be­cause to be seen with the killer

    arm of CURE would be a cru­cial link to ad­mit­ting that there even was a CURE, the

    gov­ern­ment’s ex­tra-​le­gal or­ga­ni­za­tion, set up in a des­per­ate at­tempt to stave off

    the im­pend­ing chaos of a gov­ern­ment weak­ened by its own laws but still re­solved to

    ad­min­is­ter them pub­licly.




    Re­mo watched the cab slow down, then take off by him. The driv­er had seen him. Re­mo knew

    that. The driv­er had looked right at him, slowed, then stepped on the gas.




    So Re­mo kicked off the loose loafers, so that the soles of his feet could skim bet­ter

    along the pave­ment.




    He wore a tight black tee shirt over loose gray pants that snapped as the wind pres­sure

    whippedon the skim­ming, dart­ing legs. He was mov­ing on the cab, out in­to the cool

    morn­ing as­phalt of the gut­ter. Stench-​burn­ing smell of slum and slam. Bang on­to the rear

    of the cab. Re­mo heard all four doors lock.




    Cabs had be­come lit­tle fortress­es nowa­days be­cause stick­ing a gun in the back of the

    head of a driv­er had be­come a very easy way to col­lect mon­ey. So the Amer­ican taxi in

    large cities had evolved in­to a rolling bunker, with bul­let­proof wind­shields be­hind the

    driv­er’s head and doors that locked si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly with a switch near the driv­er’s

    ra­dio and a spe­cial beep in his dis­patch­er to in­di­cate that a rob­bery was in progress.

    This driv­er did not have a chance to use the beep­er.




    The un­for­ti­fied weak­ness of the cab was the top. Re­mo felt it as his body pressed

    against it. He crushed his straight­ened fin­gers down in­to the thin met­al sheet of roof­ing

    and, clos­ing his hand on vinyl in­te­ri­or up­hol­stery com­pressed with in­su­la­tion

    be­tween and bright yel­low paint­ed met­al on top, and he yanked, rip­ping off a slab of the

    roof like some­one sep­arat­ing Swiss cheese slices. One, two, three rips and he could wedge

    him­self down next to the driv­er who, by now, was ac­cel­er­at­ing, twist­ing, slam­ming on

    brakes, and scream­ing all sorts of in­cip­ient may­hem to his dis­patch­ers.




    “Mind if I ride in the front?” asked Re­mo. “No. Go right ahead. Want a cigarette?” said the

    driv­er. He laughed light­ly. He wet his pants. The wet went down his leg to the

    ac­cel­er­ator. Ev­ery once in a while, he looked up over him where the roof had sud­den­ly

    opened to great met­al-​chomp­ing rips. He had thought he was be­ing at­tacked by a di­nosaur

    that ate met­al. The thinman with the thick wrists told him where he want­ed to go. It

    was a ho­tel.




    “You re­al­ly know how to hail a cab, fel­la,” the driv­er said.




    “You didn’t stop,” said Re­mo.




    “I’ll stop next time. I got noth­in’ against any­body but you stop in the col­ored

    neigh­bor­hoods and it’s your life.”




    “What col­or?” Re­mo asked.




    “Whad­dya mean, what col­or? Black col­or. You think I’m talkin’ or­ange al­ready? Col­ored

    col­ored.”




    “There’s yel­low, there’s red, there’s brown, there’s pale white. There’s off white, there’s

    pink. Some­times,” Re­mo said, “there’s even a burnt um­ber per­am­bu­lat­ing around.”




    “Spook,” said the driv­er.




    But Re­mo was con­tem­plat­ing the rain­bow of peo­ple. The di­vi­sions by sim­ple col­or of

    black and white or red and yel­low were not re­al­ly the col­ors of peo­ple but racial

    des­ig­na­tions. Yet races were not the big dif­fer­ence. The big dif­fer­ence was how peo­ple

    used them­selves, raised them­selves clos­er to what they could be. There were un­doubt­ed­ly

    dif­fer­ences be­tween groups but they were in­or­di­nate­ly small com­pared to the

    dif­fer­ence be­tween what all peo­ple were and what all peo­ple could be.




    It was like a car. One car might have eight cylin­ders and an­oth­er six and an­oth­er four.

    If none of the cars used more than one cylin­der, then there was no re­al dif­fer­ence among

    them. Such it was with man. Any man who used two of his cylin­ders was con­sid­ered a great

    ath­lete.




    And of course, there were one or two who used all eight cylin­ders.




    “Forty-​two Ze­bra, you still be­ing eat­en?”




    “No. Noth­ing is wrong,” said the driv­er.




    “Is that your code for trou­ble?” Re­mo asked. “That noth­ing is wrong?”




    “Nah,” said the driv­er.




    “That is in­or­di­nate­ly sil­ly,” Re­mo said. “Here I am sit­ting in the front seat with

    you and that po­lice car sev­er­al blocks back there is go­ing to chase us. Now if there’s a

    fight, look who’s right in the mid­dle.”




    “What po­lice car?”




    “Back there.”




    “Oh, Je­sus,” said the driv­er, fi­nal­ly see­ing po­lice mark­ings back down the broad

    street.




    Up ahead, an­oth­er po­lice cruis­er stuck its nose out in­to the street.




    “I guess we’d bet­ter stop and give our­selves up,” said the driv­er.




    “Let’s run for it,” Re­mo said. He winked at the driv­er who felt the wheel move on its own

    ac­cord, and then that lu­natic, the guy who had ripped the roof and climbed in the torn hole,

    that guy who didn’t know how to get in­to a cab de­cent­ly, was lean­ing in­to him. He was

    steer­ing. Then the cab was go­ing crazy, throat­ing out full throt­tle, whip, zip, al­most

    hit­ting the squad car that was in front. Now it was in back, pur­su­ing the cab, then up on­to

    the side­walk and tak­ing a pha­lanx of morn­ing garbage cans like bowl­ing pins.




    The cab­driv­er glanced in­to the rearview mir­ror. Strike. There wasn’t a garbage can left

    stand­ing.




    Sirens screamed. Tires squealed. The driv­er moaned. He couldn’t even budge the wheel from

    the lu­natic. He tried punch­ing. He had been mid­dleweight cham­pi­on of his high school, so

    he punched. Right and left and the lu­natic had hishands on the wheel and was lean­ing

    in­to him and he missed. The lu­natic was an­chored to the wheel. But both punch­es missed.

    Right and left missed.




    How did the lu­natic move his body that way? It was as if the lu­natic could move his chest,

    at­tached to two arms at­tached to the steer­ing wheel, faster than the driv­er could throw

    punch­es. Eight and left punch­es. Punch­es from the for­mer mid­dleweight cham­pi­on of

    Paci­fi­ca High.




    Guy was good. Great maybe. Rips out car roofs with his hands. Wasn’t that good a roof,

    maybe. Lu­natic could dodge punch­es while go­ing eighty-​five miles an hour. Eighty-​five

    miles an hour?




    The driv­er moaned. They were go­ing to be killed. At eighty-​five miles an hour, you

    weren’t driv­ing in Los An­ge­les, you were aim­ing.




    The driv­er tried to kick the lu­natic’s foot off the ped­al. It didn’t kick. The lu­natic

    could hold his foot out with more sta­bil­ity than the car it­self. It was like kick­ing a lamp

    post.




    “I’ll sit back and en­joy it,” said the driv­er. Lu­natics, he knew, had ab­nor­mal

    strength.




    “Your cab in­sured ?”




    “In­sur­ance nev­er cov­ers,” said the driv­er.




    “Some­times it cov­ers more,” said Re­mo. “I know a lawyer.”




    “Look. You want to do me a fa­vor? Leave me alone.”




    “All right. Bye,” said Re­mo and kicked open the door to his right and let the cab ca­reen

    across an emp­ty lot as he float­ed free and out, the side­walk mov­ing quick­ly be­neath him,

    his legs run­ning-​which was the key, to keep on mov­ing quick­ly and not to stop-​out on­to

    the street, be­hind the ho­tel and in through the al­ley.He en­tered through a back

    kitchen, ask­ing who bought the fresh meat for the ho­tel. Work­ers didn’t no­tice sales­men

    com­ing in­to a kitchen area, look­ing to sell some­thing. For a guest to en­ter, how­ev­er,

    would have at­tract­ed at­ten­tion. The kitchen reeked of eggs bub­bling in cow grease called

    but­ter.




    At Re­mo’s suite of rooms, a shak­en Smith wait­ed at the door, face gaunt, hands

    knuck­le-​white over his brief­case, his mid­dle-​aged body taut with anger.




    “What in God’s name was that down­stairs ?”




    “What down­stairs?”




    “The po­lice. The chase. I saw from the win­dow. The taxi­cab you came fly­ing out of.”




    “You want­ed me to be on time, didn’t you ? You said this was im­por­tant enough for you to

    come out here per­son­al­ly. That’s how im­por­tant it was. You said you could on­ly stay ten

    min­utes for the meet­ing, so that there would be no chance of us be­ing seen to­geth­er. You

    said this was touchy. What’s touchy?”




    “Pres­iden­tial as­sas­si­na­tion,” said Smith. He took a step to­ward the door.




    Re­mo stopped him.




    “So?”




    “I can’t be seen here with you. Not even in the same ho­tel. With the lu­natic

    as­sas­si­na­tion the­ories and com­mit­tees run­ning around, they could eas­ily turn over a

    rock and find all of us.”




    “What’s the prob­lem, oth­er than you’ve lost your sense of rea­son ?”




    “The prob­lem is the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States is go­ing to be as­sas­si­nat­ed. I

    don’t have time to go in­to how I am sure of it, but you know we have our sources and our

    cal­cu­la­tions.”Re­mo knew. He knew that the or­ga­ni­za­tion, for well over a decade

    now, had been se­cret­ly prompt­ing law en­force­ment agen­cies to do their jobs prop­er­ly,

    leak­ing in­for­ma­tion to the press on great frauds and, as a last re­sort, un­leash­ing Re­mo

    him­self dur­ing a cri­sis. He al­so knew that since the ad­vent of the or­ga­ni­za­tion, the

    chaos had grown in the coun­try. The streets were not safe; the po­lice were no bet­ter. There

    was even a very well-​paid po­lice com­mis­sion­er on a na­tion­al tele­vi­sion show

    com­plain­ing how the po­lice were on­ly “a very ef­fi­cient army of oc­cu­pa­tion for the

    poor.”




    The one thing that man’s po­lice was not was “very ef­fi­cient.” Preg­nant wom­en were

    shoved alive in­to in­cin­er­ators in that man’s city. His own po­lice ri­ot­ed. Nev­er be­fore

    had so many peo­ple paid so much mon­ey for so lit­tle pro­tec­tion.




    Re­mo had be­come hard­ened over the years but that was too hard to swal­low. There had been

    a war against crime and chaos and the first to sur­ren­der had been the po­lice. It was as if

    an army had not on­ly let an in­vad­er through, they had de­mand­ed from their help­less

    coun­try a high­er trib­ute for their worth­less­ness. Then again, maybe the cit­izens had

    aban­doned the de­cent po­lice­men first. What­ev­er it was, the civ­iliza­tion was

    slip­ping.




    So an­oth­er politi­cian’s life did not send shiv­ers of re­spect through Re­mo as it did

    through Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    “So the Pres­ident’s go­ing to be killed. So what?” Re­mo said.




    “Have you seen the Vice Pres­ident?” Smith said.




    “We’ve got to save the Pres­ident,” Re­mo said.




    “We have to, but not for that rea­son. This coun­try is so weak we can’t af­ford to lose

    an­oth­er Pres­ident. We’re try­ing to con­vince the Pres­ident that his life is in dan­ger and

    he may need added pro­tec­tion. But he says it’s up to God, Re­mo. Re­mo, we just can’t take

    an­oth­er as­sas­si­na­tion. I can’t stay. You brought the po­lice here. When I saw them, I

    gave Chi­un the de­tails. I don’t know how you two slip in and out of drag­nets and things so

    eas­ily, but for me this is a dan­ger­ous place. Con­vince the Pres­ident he’s in dan­ger.

    Good­bye.”




    Re­mo let Smith leave, his body sweat­ing the heavy meat odors, his face per­sim­monous­ly

    acid. A lemon bit­ter pall coat­ed his whole de­meanor.




    Smith al­so left Re­mo with an awe­some prob­lem. For Smith, a west­ern­er, did not

    un­der­stand what words meant when he spoke to Chi­un, a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, the age-​old

    house that had pro­vid­ed as­sas­sins through­out his­to­ry.




    Re­mo knew he was in trou­ble when he saw the de­light­ed smile on the face of Chi­un, a

    del­icate up­ris­ing half moon on a yel­low parch­ment face, wisps of white beard and hair like

    a touch of sil­ver cot­ton can­dy. He stood in a re­gal pose, his gold and crim­son ki­mono

    made by an­cient hands, flow­ing with the grace of an em­per­or’s gown.




    “At last, a prop­er use of a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” said Chi­un, his eighty-​year-​old voice

    as high as dry brakes in a desert. “Lo, these many years we have been de­grad­ed by work­ing

    against the crim­inals and all man­ner of lowlife in your coun­try but now, in his wis­dom,

    your Em­per­or Smith has come to his sens­es.”




    “Je­sus, no,” said Re­mo. “Don’t tell me.” The large lac­quered steam­er trunks were

    al­readypacked in Chi­un’s room, sealed with wax, lest any be opened with­out Chi­un’s

    knowl­edge.




    “First, Smith was wise enough to at last put the true mas­ter in charge,” Chi­un said.




    “You’re not in charge, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “No back talk,” said Chi­un. “You are not even stand­ing in a re­spect­ful bow.”




    “C’mon, get off it. What did Smith re­al­ly say?”




    “He said, look­ing out at that dis­gust­ing, dis­grace­ful scene in the street, how you,

    while learn­ing the great­ness of Sinan­ju in one re­spect, had be­come in­sane in the

    oth­er.”




    “And what did you say?”




    “I said we had done won­ders con­sid­er­ing we had a white man to work with.”




    “And what did he say?”




    “He said he felt sor­ry for some­one as kind and un­der­stand­ing as your teach­er who had

    en­dured your shod­di­ness of breath­ing and blood con­trol.”




    “He did not say that.”




    “Your breath­ing has got­ten so ir­reg­ular even a white meat-​eater can hear the crude

    rasps.”




    “I’ve cor­rect­ed that and the on­ly thing some­one like Smit­ty knows about breath­ing is

    that it’s bad when it stops for­ev­er. He knows no more about breath­ing than you do about

    com­put­ers.”




    “I know com­put­ers have to be plugged in­to sock­ets. I know that,” said Chi­un. “I know

    when I hear slan­der from an in­grate against the very House that found him as dirt and through

    la­bor and dis­ci­pline and with the ex­pen­di­ture of awe­some knowl­edge, trans­formed a

    slug­gish half-​dead body in­to a large part of what he could be.”




    “Lit­tle”Fa­ther,” said Re­mo to the man who had in­deed trans­formed him, al­though in

    of­ten veryan­noy­ing ways, “Smith could not pos­si­bly un­der­stand any­thing about

    breath­ing, any more than you could un­der­stand any­thing about the demo­crat­ic

    pro­cess.”




    “I know you lie to your­self a lot. You tell your­self you have friends you choose but you

    re­al­ly have em­per­ors like ev­ery­one else.”




    “What did Smit­ty say?”




    “He said your breath­ing was a dis­grace.”




    “What were the spe­cif­ic words?”




    “He heard the noise and looked out the win­dow and said, ‘what a dis­grace.’ “




    “That was ’cause the cops were fol­low­ing me. And he didn’t want com­mo­tion. He wasn’t

    talk­ing about my breath­ing.”




    “Do not be a fool,” Chi­un said. “You lum­bered out of that ve­hi­cle, breath­ing like a

    stuck hip­po, as if you had to con­cen­trate to keep your nos­trils open. Smith sees this and

    then you think that he is con­cerned not about your breath­ing but about the po­lice who are no

    dan­ger to any­one, es­pe­cial­ly some­one who will give them coins?”




    “Yes. Es­pe­cial­ly since I worked out that breath­ing thing.”




    “You went high?” Chi­un asked.




    “How else?”




    “I thought you looked al­most ad­equate down there,” said Chi­un. And then with a mod­icum

    of joy, he out­lined the in­struc­tions that Smith had hur­ried­ly giv­en to him.




    He and Re­mo would en­ter the pres­iden­tial palace.




    “The White House,” Re­mo said.




    “Cor­rect,” said Chi­un. “Em­per­or Smith wants us to let this oth­er man who thinks he is

    the emper­or know where the re­al pow­er is. That he who has Sinan­ju as his sword is em­per­or

    in any land, and that any man may call him­self em­per­or but on­ly one is. That is what Smith

    wants.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” Re­mo said.




    “We call it the leaf. It is an old thing but I let Em­per­or Smith think he had thought of

    it, al­though for gen­er­ations the House has done this thing hun­dreds of times. It is quite

    com­mon.”




    “What is ‘the leaf?” Re­mo asked. “I nev­er heard of it be­fore.”




    “When you look at a for­est in the spring­time from a dis­tance, you see green. And you say

    the green is the for­est be­cause that is what you see. But this is not true. And when you get

    clos­er you see the green is made up of leaves and you say, aha, the leaves are the for­est.

    But this is not true. You must be re­al­ly close be­fore you re­al­ize that the leaves are but

    lit­tle things made by trees and that the trees are the re­al for­est.




    “Thus, the re­al pow­er in a land is of­ten not he whom the peo­ple think is em­per­or, but

    some­one far wis­er, such as he who has grasped the House of Sinan­ju to his heart.




    “And then it is the du­ty of the re­al em­per­or’s as­sas­sin to show the false em­per­or

    who the re­al em­per­or is, show the leaf that it is on­ly a part of the tree. It is a com­mon

    thing. We have done it many times.”




    And by the “we” Chi­un meant the House of Sinan­ju, the Mas­ters who had rent­ed them­selves

    out to kings and pharaohs and em­per­ors through­out the ages to sup­port the poor vil­lage of

    Sinan­ju on the coast of the West Ko­rea Bay. Years be­fore, Chi­un, the last Mas­ter, had

    tak­enthe job of train­ing Re­mo, and ev­ery year the se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion CURE sent

    trib­ute to Chi­un’s North Ko­re­an vil­lage.




    “And we are sup­posed to do what specif­ical­ly?” Re­mo asked.




    “Put fear in­to the Pres­ident’s heart. Ex­pose his vul­ner­abil­ity. Make him cow­er and

    plead for the mer­cy of Em­per­or Smith. It is good to be work­ing among prop­er folk

    again.”




    “You must have got­ten some­thing wrong, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “I don’t think Smith

    wants that done to the Pres­ident.”




    “Per­haps,” Chi­un said, “we will take the Pres­ident at night and bring him to a pit of

    hye­nas and hold him over it un­til he swears eter­nal loy­al­ty to Smith.”




    “I’m pret­ty sure that’s not what Smith wants. You see, Smith serves the coun­try; he

    doesn’t rule it.”




    “They all say that but they re­al­ly want to rule. Per­haps, in­stead of the hye­nas, we can

    crip­ple the Pres­ident’s finest gen­er­al. Who is Amer­ica’s finest gen­er­al?”




    “We don’t have fine gen­er­als any­more, Lit­tle Fa­ther. We have ac­coun­tants who know how

    to spend mon­ey.”




    “Who is the most fear­some fight­er in the land?”




    “We don’t have any.”




    “No mat­ter. It is time that Amer­ica saw what a true as­sas­sin is like in­stead of all the

    am­ateurs that have plagued this land.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I am sure Smit­ty doesn’t want the Pres­ident harmed,” Re­mo said.




    “Qui­et. I am in charge now. I am not just ateach­er any­more. Per­haps we can re­move

    the Pres­ident’s ears as a les­son.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, let me ex­plain a few things. Hope­ful­ly,” Re­mo said. With lit­tle

    hope.


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    The Pres­ident was hear­ing from some “good ole boys” how “this here White House, it got

    more pro­tec­tion than a twen­ty-​year-​old coon­hound with bad breath and a kerosene ass.”




    “My ad­vis­ers tell me I don’t have enough pro­tec­tion,” said the Pres­ident soft­ly. He

    worked at a ta­ble stacked with re­ports. He could read as fast as some men could think and

    liked to work four un­in­ter­rupt­ed hours at a stretch. Dur­ing those times he could in­gest a

    week’s in­for­ma­tion and still there would be more. He had dis­cov­ered ear­ly in his

    pres­iden­cy that a man with­out pri­or­ities in that of­fice was a man who swamped help­less

    im­me­di­ate­ly. You and your staff culled what you ab­so­lute­ly had to do and then added what

    you should do and then cut that in half to make a work week on­ly two weeks’ full.




    In that man­ner did men age in this of­fice. No one ev­er left the pres­iden­cy of the

    Unit­ed States young.




    “Y’all got­ta re­mem­ber, sir, these boys up heah in Wash­ing­ton, they sure ‘nough know how

    to wor­ry.”




    “They say I’m a dead man un­less I lis­ten to them. They say we’ve had se­ri­ous

    threats.”




    “Shoot. These boys’ll sell you the smoke from a horse’s nos­trils. Ev­ery­body heah look­ing

    to pro­tect you from some­thing. For a lot of mon­ey.”




    “You don’t think I’m in dan­ger? A man was killed in Sun Val­ley, just as an ex­am­ple to

    me, they said.”




    “Sure you in dan­ger, sir. Ev­ery­body’s al­ways in dan­ger.”




    “I’ve told the Se­cret Ser­vice peo­ple who guard me that I think I’ve got enough

    pro­tec­tion and I don’t want to be both­ered any­more. There are oth­er things more press­ing.

    But I won­der some­times. It’s not just my life. This coun­try can’t take an­oth­er

    pres­iden­tial as­sas­si­na­tion. The air is al­ready so poi­soned with ru­mors and doubts and

    sto­ries about con­spir­acies and plots and coun­ter­plots.”




    “To say noth­in’ of us los­ing our first Pres­ident since James K. Polk. There was a long

    while there we didn’t have no­body from the South. Long while. Don’ wor­ry. We ain’ gonna lose

    you.”




    The Pres­ident smiled gra­cious­ly. His old friend from back home who had been a state

    troop­er showed him what his own Se­cret Ser­vice had shown him, how the White House it­self

    was im­preg­nable and that the on­ly time any­one ev­er re­al­ly got through the gates was when

    the Pres­ident was on a trip some­where.




    “You al­ready got the best heah. Cain’t do no bet­ter, sir,” said the old friend from

    Geor­gia. “Why, cain’t even get a gnat through these peo­ple. They got guards guard­ing guards

    guard­ing guards and more radar and stuff like that than any place on earth.”




    “I don’t know,” said the Pres­ident. He knew with­out say­ing that too many peo­ple had come

    too close to too many Pres­idents re­cent­ly. Lu­natics had got­ten a load­ed re­volver to

    with­in a hand­shake of the pre­vi­ous Pres­ident. Some­one had even got­ten off a shot. A man

    had crashed a truck through the White House gate just the year be­fore and a wom­an with a

    stick of dy­na­mite on her body had been ap­pre­hend­ed with­in the White House.




    They were psy­chotics, the Se­cret Ser­vice told him. They could nev­er do more than get

    close. And pro­fes­sion­als wouldn’t even get as far as those psy­chotics who were will­ing to

    risk their lives.




    Per­haps, the Pres­ident had said.




    But the old friend from Geor­gia saw some­thing a cab­inet mem­ber might miss. It was that

    slight nod of the head while ap­pear­ing to agree.




    “You got some­thin’ up your sleeve, don’t you?” said the friend.




    “Maybe. Let’s say I hope. I can’t tell you.”




    “Well, if it’s a de­fense se­cret, you don’t have to. I been us­ing up your time too much

    al­ready. Like the ninth pup­py on an eight-​tit bitch.”




    “No. I’m glad you came. I’m glad for these mo­ments. A man gets to think of him­self as too

    big and too im­por­tant when he doesn’t keep in touch with peo­ple who knew him be­fore the

    rest of the world did.”




    “Good luck on your ace in the hole,” said the friend, a big half-​moon grin from ear to ear.

    They shook hands good­bye.




    “I’m not a gam­bler,” said the Pres­ident. He worked two more hours, un­til fif­teen

    min­utes be­fore mid­night, then went to the pri­vate rooms ofwhat was, in ef­fect,

    Amer­ica’s pres­iden­tial palace. He could not for­get what his friend had said, that even the

    guards had guards, but al­so he could not shake that cling­ing, gnaw­ing hunch that the lead­er

    of the most pow­er­ful na­tion on earth might be vul­ner­able. To any­one.




    His wife was asleep as he en­tered the bed­room. Qui­et­ly he went to the bu­reau by the

    im­mense bath­room. In the bot­tom draw­er was the red tele­phone that he had used on­ly once

    be­fore.




    It was not an in­stru­ment to his lik­ing be­cause he knew that for more than twen­ty years

    now, Amer­ican Pres­idents had al­lowed and re­lied on an il­le­gal or­ga­ni­za­tion, one that

    was sup­posed to do its job and dis­ap­pear when the na­tion was through its cri­sis. And now

    the or­ga­ni­za­tion, and the cri­sis, seemed per­ma­nent. He did not or­der it to shut down

    when he dis­cov­ered that much of the un­cov­ered crim­inal ac­tiv­ity would have grown

    com­plete­ly out of bounds if it had not been for the se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion CURE. At least

    twice it had saved the na­tion.




    But it was as il­le­gal as hell.




    The Pres­ident car­ried the red phone by its long cord in­to the bath­room and lift­ed the

    re­ceiv­er. The tele­phone had no di­al.




    “Yes,” came the voice. It was Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    “Are you go­ing to do that demon­stra­tion?”




    “Yes.”




    “When?”




    “Should be tonight. A day to get where you are and then ten min­utes to get through

    what­ev­er you’ve got in the way of pro­tec­tion,” Smith said.




    “Ten min­utes?” the Pres­ident said dis­be­liev­ing­ly.




    “If they walk.”




    “Don’t they have to re­con­noi­ter? Fig­ure out a plan?”




    “No, sir. You see, the Ori­en­tal is a teach­er and his House has been do­ing this for quite

    a few cen­turies. The Se­cret Ser­vice might think they have some­thing new, but the Ori­en­tal

    and the white man have han­dled things like that be­fore, and the Ori­en­tal’s an­ces­tors for

    thou­sands of years. Their skill is their mem­ory.”




    “What about elec­tron­ics? Elec­tron­ics haven’t been around for cen­turies,” the Pres­ident

    said.




    “They don’t seem to have any trou­ble,” said Smith.




    “Just walk through? All the guards. All the surveil­lance. I can’t be­lieve it.”




    The Pres­ident cra­dled the red re­ceiv­er be­tween his sweater shoul­der and cheek. He held

    the base in front of him like a young girl grip­ping a com­mu­nion bou­quet. He al­ways rolled

    his eyes back up in­to his head when he spoke pri­vate­ly. The re­ceiv­er han­dle sud­den­ly

    slipped from his cheek as if it were a tooth yanked from a novo­caine-​numbed jaw. The

    Pres­ident felt the yank as the re­ceiv­er slipped away. His head jerked. His cheek touched his

    shoul­der. As­sum­ing the re­ceiv­er had fall­en, he in­stinc­tive­ly reached for it. He felt

    warm flesh. The flesh pushed his hand back as if he were meet­ing a wall.




    There was a man wear­ing a dark tee shirt, gray slacks, and loafers stand­ing in the

    pres­iden­tial bath­room with the Pres­ident’s red tele­phone. And talk­ing in­to it.




    “Hey, Smit­ty. We have some con­fu­sion here. Yeah. Ev­ery­thing is fouled up as usu­al.

    Ex­cuse me, Mr. Pres­ident, busi­ness.”




    “Should I wait out­side?” the Pres­ident asked dri­ly.




    “No, you can stay. It’s your busi­ness. Yeah, Smit­ty, he’s stand­ing right here. What do

    you want with him any­way? He’s all right. He just looks a lit­tle dazed. Well, Chi­un says you

    want this guy’s face stuffed in it or some­thing. Oh, oh. All right. Here. He wants to talk to

    you.”




    The Pres­ident took the tele­phone. “Yes,” he said. “No,” he said. “My god, I didn’t even

    hear him. It was like he came from nowhere. My god. I nev­er knew there were peo­ple who could

    … yes, of course, Dr. Smith. Thank you all.” He put his hand over the re­ceiv­er and spoke to

    the in­trud­er:




    “Is there a Mr. Chi­un out­side there?”




    “Hey, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “It’s Smit­ty. For you.” Re­mo took the phone. The

    Pres­ident saw a long-​fin­ger­nailed hand reach in­to the bath­room, a gold­en ki­mono sleeve

    drop­ping from it like wa­ter over a cliff. The hand was parch­ment yel­low. The fin­ger­nails

    were the longest he had ev­er seen on a per­son.




    The phone dis­ap­peared out­side the door.




    “Yes, glo­ri­ous em­per­or Smith. Ac­cord­ing to thy will. For­ev­er and eter­nal. Rule in

    the glo­ry of thy throne.” The voice was squeaky. Then came the an­gry jab­ber­ing of an

    Ori­en­tal lan­guage as the phone was re­turned to the hook.




    An aged Ori­en­tal fol­lowed the arm and tele­phone in­to the bath­room. He was small­er

    than the Pres­ident’s twelve-​year-​old daugh­ter and un­doubt­ed­ly lighter. He was an­gry.

    The wisps of beard trem­bled. He jab­bered at Re­mo for what must have been three min­utes.




    “What did he say?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “Who ? Smit­ty or Chi­un ?”




    “This must be Chi­un then. How do you do, Mr. Chi­un.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked at the Pres­ident of the most pow­er­ful na­tion in the

    world. He saw the hand stretched out in friend­ship, he saw the smile on the man’s face. He

    turned away, fold­ing his hands in­to his ki­mono.




    “Did I say some­thing ?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “He’s mad about some­thing.”




    “Does he know that I am Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States?”




    “Oh yeah, he knows that. He’s just dis­ap­point­ed, is all.”




    “Over what?”




    “Nev­er mind. You wouldn’t un­der­stand. It’s his way of think­ing and I don’t think you’d

    grasp it.”




    “Try me,” said the Pres­ident, more or­der­ing than re­quest­ing.




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand.”




    “I am con­ver­sant with the Japanese.”




    “Oh, my god,” said Re­mo. “Don’t call him Japanese. He’s Ko­re­an. Would you want to be

    called French?”




    “That de­pends on where I am.”




    “Or Ger­man? Or En­glish? You’re Amer­ican. Well, he’s Ko­re­an.”




    “The best kind,” said Chi­un with cold hau­teur. “From the nicest part and the nicest

    vil­lage in the nicest part. Sinan­ju, glo­ry of the world, cen­ter of the earth, up­on which

    all plan­ets look for rev­er­ence.”




    “Sinan­ju? Sinan­ju?” asked the Pres­ident. He had worked on sub­marines in his Navy days,

    and in the sub­ma­rine ser­vice the small vil­lage on thewest Ko­re­an bay had been

    dis­cussed. Amer­ican sub­marines had been go­ing there for some rea­son for the last twen­ty

    years. Sto­ries about de­liv­er­ing gold to a spy sys­tem or some­thing, but ev­ery sub­mariner

    had heard the tales of how ev­ery year one Amer­ican sub­ma­rine had to make the trip in­to

    en­emy wa­ters.




    “Glo­ry to that name,” said Chi­un.




    “Oh, of course. Glo­ry to it. Some­how that and sub­marines seem to be con­nect­ed.”




    “Trib­ute,” said Re­mo. “Amer­ica pays trib­ute to Sinan­ju.” ,




    “For what?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “For him to train me,” Re­mo said.




    “In what?”




    “Well… things,” Re­mo said. And the Pres­ident heard the Ori­en­tal emit an­oth­er stream of

    in­vec­tive in Ko­re­an.




    “What did he say?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “He said all the train­ing was nev­er re­al­ly well used. It’s what he’s mad about.”




    “What?”




    “Well, Sinan­ju is the great House of as­sas­sins. They sort of rent­ed them­selves out to

    kings and the like through the ages.”




    Chi­un poked a long fin­ger­nail in­to the space be­tween Re­mo and the Pres­ident.




    “So that chil­dren will not have to drown in the cold wa­ters with emp­ty bel­lies. We save

    chil­dren,” said Chi­un an­gri­ly.




    Re­mo shrugged to­ward the Pres­ident. “He means that, oh, maybe twen­ty-​eight hun­dred

    years ago, way be­fore Christ, the vil­lage had to get rid of its ba­bies be­cause they

    couldn’t af­ford to feed them. It was a poor vil­lage.”




    “Be­cause of the soil,” said Chi­un. “Be­cause of the de­gen­er­ates who ruled. Be­cause of

    for­eign armies.”




    “Any­way,” Re­mo said, “un­til the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju be­gan rent­ing them­selves out

    around the world for trib­ute, the vil­lage starved. They saved the vil­lage from starv­ing,

    but they like to say they are sav­ing the ba­bies from death.”




    “There are a lot of Mas­ters?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “No. There’s Chi­un now, and there’s me. But we are all part of the tra­di­tion of Sinan­ju

    so that when we talk about the Mas­ters, it’s as if they’re all alive. You think of time as

    line and you’re in the mid­dle and the past is be­hind you on the line and the fu­ture is ahead

    of you. But we look at the time like a big plate, so any­time is just an­oth­er part of the

    round plate.”




    “And they are teach­ers?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “No. Chi­un is the first who has taught an out­sider.”




    “Well, what do they do ?”




    “The House of Sinan­ju is as­sas­sins,” said Re­mo.




    “He was mad be­cause he was told not to kill me, right?” the Pres­ident said.




    “Well, ac­tu­al­ly, yes. You see, you’re the first Pres­ident he’s ev­er had and we haven’t

    been do­ing any heads of state. It’s like if you were Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States and then

    sud­den­ly you get hired to be Pres­ident of a gro­cery store. It’s a step down, see? You don’t

    see.”




    “He was go­ing to kill me,” said the Pres­ident. His face blanched.




    “I told you you wouldn’t un­der­stand,” said Re­mo.




    “I un­der­stand my life is in dan­ger. Who let you in?”




    “There’s no ‘let’ in­volved,” Re­mo said.




    “Your in­com­pe­tence,” said Chi­un.




    “Hey, Prez. Let me show you how open ev­ery­thing is around here. You’re dead meat. I mean,

    you’re a bun on a plate. We could pep­per you like scram­bled eggs.” Re­mo smiled.

    “Pro­tec­tion? You don’t have any. Come on, Smit­ty says we’re sup­posed to save your duff.

    We’ll show you.”




    In lat­er days, the Pres­ident would ask ques­tions of doc­tors, of top CIA brass, try­ing

    to learn if cer­tain things could be il­lu­sions.




    “Let’s say, for ex­am­ple,” the Pres­ident would say, “let’s say some­one asked you to

    breathe heav­ily. Could that be the be­gin­ning of hyp­no­tiz­ing you in­to an il­lu­sion

    ?”




    And he would be re­mem­ber­ing what had hap­pened fol­low­ing the con­ver­sa­tion on the red

    phone in the pres­iden­tial bath­room. He was asked to breathe deeply be­cause he was too

    ner­vous and his breath­ing, while it could not be con­trolled, could ap­proach reg­ular­ity.

    And the three of them walked out and he had felt two hands on his waist and even the frail

    Ori­en­tal was lift­ing him with no ef­fort. He smelled a faint per­fume waft­ing up from the

    ki­mono and then it was like no smell at all, so sub­tle that it was free of scent.




    They moved with a si­lence greater than qui­et. There was wa­ter and heavy wa­ter and this

    si­lence that they all moved in was a greater si­lence than the still­ness of a leaf. It was

    the si­lence of not ex­ist­ing so that when they came up­on one of the Se­cret Ser­vice men

    from be­hind, they drew nomore at­ten­tion than a ta­ble. It was a strange feel­ing to be

    stand­ing be­hind a man who did not know you were there.




    The Pres­ident did not see the hand move. But he did see the rus­tle of the ki­mono

    set­tling where the hand must have come from. The se­cu­ri­ty man’s head popped for­ward as

    though pun­ished by a rolled-​up mag­azine. The white man. called Re­mo, stead­ied the

    se­cu­ri­ty man back in­to his chair.




    “You didn’t kill him, did you?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “Naah,” said Re­mo. “He’ll wake up in a few min­utes and think he dozed off. Shhh. You

    got­ta keep qui­et. This hall­way is load­ed with eyes and ears. Your elec­tron­ic stuff.”




    It was a dream mov­ing, held by the two men in this world of si­lence, and in this world of

    si­lence, oth­er sounds be­came more no­tice­able, sounds he would nev­er again hear in these

    halls, like the whirring of ma­chines. Lat­er he would ask what ma­chines they had in this hall

    and he would be told there were hid­den cam­eras on mo­tor mounts but that he couldn’t

    pos­si­bly hear the mo­tor work­ing be­cause it was like a mosquito at twen­ty yards.




    “Does it go ‘whir-​a-​boop, whir-​a-​boop’?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “Yes, but you’ve got to have your ear right next to it. And you’d have to get through a wall

    to get next to it.”




    So they moved in this si­lence, stop­ping ev­ery now and then, as if they were view­ers to a

    per­for­mance on a stage where the ac­tors could not see them. At a cor­ner with a white

    paint­ed arch.and a gold ea­gle that would have been in poor taste any­where but the

    White House, they paused. A print­ed wall­pa­per be­hind a large por­trait of an Amer­ican

    gen­er­al from the Mex­ican-​Amer­ican war opened eas­ily, like a wood­en wound. Be­hind it was

    musty brown wood, with peel­ing old shel­lac like those old man­sions back home in Geor­gia

    be­fore they re­con­struct­ed them.




    This was old Amer­ican crafts­man’s shel­lac.




    And the Pres­ident moved in­to the long wood crack in the wall and he felt plas­ter rub

    against his back. And the crack closed off be­hind him and he was in dark­ness and then he felt

    him­self be­ing pressed, made in­to a thin­ner per­son. The walls came in on him so that his

    chest could not move out to breathe. He was be­ing squeezed in­to a nar­row­er and nar­row­er

    crevice and he could not ex­pand his chest. And be­ing un­able to ex­pand his chest, he could

    not breathe. Nor did he scream and he did not know if the dark­ness that was around him now was

    his leav­ing of con­scious­ness or the wall he was in.




    His feet could not move, his hands could not move, even his air­less mouth was forced open

    by plas­ter and dry wood strips push­ing the jaw back.




    He was go­ing to die. He had trust­ed these two men and he was go­ing to die for it, wedged

    mo­tion­less, suf­fo­cat­ing, in­side the walls of the house from which he was sup­posed to

    gov­ern the coun­try.




    The red tele­phone had done it. It stood for ev­ery­thing he was against: il­le­gal­ity,

    sur­rep­ti­tious-​ness, the play­ing on the weak­ness­es and fears of men. That whole

    or­ga­ni­za­tion CURE was an admis­sion that democ­ra­cy did not work. He was be­ing pun­ished

    by the Almighty for do­ing what his bet­ter in­stincts told him was wrong.




    And the Pres­ident won­dered if sub­mariners felt this way, dy­ing with­out air when the

    hulls caved at too great a depth. No, he had no re­grets, and some­how even as his body

    retched, pinned in­side this wall, he knew it was not the end. There was too much pain for the

    end.




    And sud­den­ly he was breath­ing again, big free gulps of air in a light­ed of­fice. It was

    the Oval Of­fice and there was a click be­hind him and he did not see where the wall had opened

    to let them all in­side.




    “My lord,” said the Pres­ident in a hoarse gasp.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un.




    “The White House is a net­work of se­cret tun­nels,” the Pres­ident said.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “It has few­er than most palaces. There is not one that does not have

    these en­trances. The pharaohs un­der­stood this.”




    And it was then that the Pres­ident be­gan to un­der­stand what world lead­ers had known

    be­fore him. They were ex­cep­tion­al tar­gets and the more im­por­tant they were, the greater

    the at­tempts made up­on their lives. The pharaohs had un­der­stood that great amounts of

    mon­ey could cor­rupt and the great­est sums were of­fered for their heads. They re­spond­ed by

    re­mov­ing the heads of their own chief ar­chi­tects when­ev­er a palace was done to keep the

    palace se­crets se­cret.




    The cas­tles of Eu­rope were a joke. They had more se­cret en­trances and ex­its than a

    mod­ern foot­ball sta­di­um. The Pres­ident won­dered whether Chi­un would share this

    in­for­ma­tion with Amer­ica’s CIA.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­fused.




    “Sinan­ju has been here for cen­turies. We will be here for cen­turies more. Be­fore you

    were a coun­try, we were. When you are gone, like the Ro­man Em­pire and the Ming Dy­nasty, we

    shall still be here. And we will still keep our se­crets. Be­cause a weak­ness kept se­cret

    re­mains a weak­ness. Once shared with some­one else, it is usu­al­ly cor­rect­ed.”




    “I see where I have a lot to learn. It is not to my taste to use peo­ple like you, but I see

    where it is ei­ther you or death.”




    “What a mis­for­tune,” said Chi­un, bow­ing his aged head. There were prob­lems, he said.

    Great prob­lems. There was an agree­ment he had with Em­per­or Smith and now he could not

    over­turn that agree­ment lest the poor ba­bies starve in Sinan­ju. How­ev­er, if the

    Pres­ident who was a far greater per­son­age than Em­per­or Smith, should of­fer more mon­ey as

    trib­ute, then Chi­un could not pos­si­bly refuse. His vil­lage would de­mand it. Be­sides,

    said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, he was tired of work­ing for ug­ly men and want­ed to work for a

    hand­some em­per­or whose wis­dom was ap­pre­ci­at­ed through­out the world.




    “Thank you,” said the Pres­ident. “But by work­ing for Smith, you are work­ing for me and

    all the Amer­ican peo­ple.”




    Did the Pres­ident trust Smith? Did the Pres­ident know of Smith’s am­bi­tions late at night

    when each man imag­ines him­self to be ruler of the coun­try? If Smith had to die, were to die,

    then Chi­un would be free to sign a new con­tract with the Pres­ident. How much did the

    Pres­ident re­al­ly trust Smith? Al­ready it was ru­mored,Chi­un said, that Smith was

    plan­ning a drive to seize pow­er. Did the Pres­ident re­al­ly trust Smith?




    “Im­plic­it­ly,” said the Pres­ident.




    Well, al­lowed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, if the Pres­ident want­ed to en­trust his life to

    any willy-​nil­ly am­bi­tious man from the North, who hat­ed peo­ple from the South, who looked

    down on peo­ple from the South as in­fe­ri­or, who lust­ed af­ter the Pres­ident’s wife, then

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would do what he could do against such formidable odds.




    “I nev­er knew Smith looked down on any­one be­cause of re­gion­al­ism.”




    “He doesn’t, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Re­mo.




    “I must know what you’re go­ing to do. How do you pro­pose to ef­fect sav­ing my life which

    many peo­ple now tell me is in some spe­cial dan­ger for some rea­sons I don’t un­der­stand.

    What and how are your meth­ods?”




    “Sor­ry, sir, but the House of Sinan­ju does not pro­pose sav­ing lives. It saves them. It

    does not share its meth­ods with ev­ery two-​hun­dred-​year-​old coun­try. It is Sinan­ju.

    Ev­ery­thing else is less,” Re­mo said.




    “He does not mean that, oh, gra­cious Amer­ican em­per­or,” said Chi­un. “We can help you

    bet­ter by eas­ing the strain of knowl­edge up­on you. Did you un­der­stand move­ment? No.

    Nei­ther would you un­der­stand this. Just al­low us to guar­an­tee your life

    un­con­di­tion­al­ly.”




    And it was agreed. But the Pres­ident looked old­er that evening be­cause he had just

    ac­cept­ed a hard re­al­ity-​that there would have to be peo­ple in this world do­ing things in

    his name that he did not ap­prove of.




    Out­side, Chi­un al­lowed as how Re­mo was be­gin­ning to learn. He es­pe­cial­ly

    liked Re­mo’s at­ti­tude to­ward new coun­tries. But most of all was Re­mo’s new abil­ity to

    un­der­stand things with­out be­ing told.




    “Like what?” asked Re­mo.




    “Like promis­ing to save his life. We can­not do it, of course. No­body can guar­an­tee

    sav­ing a life any­more than one can guar­an­tee to make life. One can on­ly guar­an­tee a

    death.”




    “I in­tend to save his life.”




    “That makes me most sad,” said Chi­un. “I had thought you were be­com­ing wise.”




    For, he ex­plained, it was an old guar­an­tee that one could give an em­per­or that his life

    would, with­out ques­tion, be saved. For if one failed, the on­ly per­son who had heard the

    promise made- be­sides your­self-​would no longer com­plain.




    It was of lit­tle mat­ter. And this Chi­un tried to use to re­as­sure Re­mo.




    “The least en­dan­gered po­si­tion in the en­tire world is that of your em­per­or or

    king.”




    “I thought ev­ery­one tried to kill them.”




    “That is true,” Chi­un said. “But has the death of one em­per­or ev­er meant that there

    would be no more? There is al­ways some­one will­ing to take that po­si­tion in the world. And

    it is the least of all po­si­tions. Most at­tain it by en­ter­ing the world from the cor­rect

    womb. And what ba­by ev­er chose his womb or made an ef­fort to be born ? Yet that is how most

    em­per­ors are made. It is the least po­si­tion, while ap­pear­ing to be the most.”




    Thus spoke Chi­un on that spring night in Wash­ing­ton, D.C. Thus spoke the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    But his pupil was not quite as philo­soph­ical about the com­ings and go­ings of world

    rulers.




    “I like this Pres­ident, Chi­un. I’m go­ing to save him. Be­sides, I’ve seen the Vice

    Pres­ident.”


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR




    The knife came very slow­ly. So did the man be­hind it. He jumped from a shiny black Buick

    LeSabre, his black shiny para­troop­er boots clomp­ing on the side­walk.




    “Whitey, you dies,” he bel­lowed. He wore a tow­el around his head with a cheap or­ange

    glass jew­el in the mid­dle. “Die fo’ Al­lah.”




    He was a big man, at least six feet four and 250 pounds, his face glow­er­ing with flar­ing

    nos­trils.




    “I’m busy,” Re­mo said. And he was. They had left the White House through the front gate and

    been fol­lowed and Chi­un was in the mid­dle of ex­plain­ing the pol­itics of

    as­sas­si­na­tion, that there were many rea­sons for it, and on­ly rarely did

    as­sas­si­na­tions de­scend to the mind­less­ness of hate or re­venge. Hate was to

    per­for­mance of a func­tion as a boil on the heel was to the long jump. It was at best a

    dis­trac­tion and, at worst, a cru­cial im­ped­iment.




    And in the midst of this while Re­mo was try­ing to piece to­geth­er the con­nec­tion

    be­tween an ex­plo­sion in Sun Val­ley, Utah, and the pres­iden­tial con­cern for

    as­sas­si­na­tion, some guy with aknife dis­turbed him by block­ing the street in front

    of them.




    “This ain’ no nig­gah mug­gin’,” snarled the man. “This a Mus­lim holy war o’

    righ­teous­ness.”




    “I’m very busy,” said Re­mo.




    “I Arab. I gots Arab name. Name Hamis Al Boreen. That mean sav­ior of his peo­ple.”




    “That means noth­ing,” said Chi­un to Re­mo. Chi­un knew Ara­bic and had once ex­plained to

    Re­mo that the west­ern word as­sas­sin came from Ara­bic, from the word hashish which

    as­sas­sins were sup­posed to use to give them­selves courage. “Hashis­han” had be­come

    “as­sas­sin.” They were good, but not great, as­sas­sins. Of­ten they did slop­py work. They

    killed un­nec­es­sar­ily and, what was anath­ema to Chi­un, they had no qualms about killing

    chil­dren to ob­tain their ends. “That is not an Arab name,” said Chi­un.




    “I Hamis Al Boreen,” re­peat­ed the man. He raised his curved knife. He plunged his curved

    knife to­ward Re­mo’s chest. Re­mo walked past the out­side of the arm, so the lum­ber­ing

    oaf’s thrust car­ried him by Re­mo and Chi­un. An ob­serv­er would think the man had mere­ly

    stum­bled through them, but no one could at­tack any­thing on the out­side of his arm mov­ing

    past him.




    “There are two kinds of as­sas­si­na­tion. One is the vi­cious in­sane blood mur­der for

    re­venge that is be­com­ing in­creas­ing­ly com­mon in your coun­try. It is not even

    as­sas­si­na­tion. It is just killing. The oth­er is the el­egant, per­fect func­tion of a

    civ­iliza­tion at its peak, hon­or­ing its crafts­men. These are as­sas­si­na­tions paid for in

    ad­vance.”




    “Which one does the Pres­ident have to fear?” Re­mo asked.




    “AH of them,” said Chi­un. “But there is a par­tic­ular one com­ing to him and he does not

    see it.”




    The big man with the tow­el im­ita­tion of a tur­ban and the im­ita­tion Arab name lift­ed

    his bulk back up to stand­ing bal­ance. Three oth­ers with tow­els al­so wrapped around the

    heads, one still car­ry­ing a Sears’ white sale la­bel, came to him from cars far­ther down the

    street. Ob­vi­ous­ly the first man was sup­posed to have stopped Re­mo and Chi­un, di­vert­ing

    their at­ten­tion, while the oth­er three made the re­al at­tack. Now all four were run­ning

    down the block af­ter Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Kill in de name of de all mer­ci­ful and mighty,” screamed the man as the four charged.

    They were in the worst po­si­tions to at­tack, Re­mo knew. The best stroke was a bal­anced

    stroke. It had more pow­er. Run­ning at some­thing and swing­ing at it si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly

    ap­peared to be more pow­er­ful, but it was on­ly an il­lu­sion. Pow­er was bal­ance and all

    four were off bal­ance and run­ning. The three helpers had ma­chetes.




    “There has been an ex­am­ple set for this em­per­or of yours,” Chi­un said.




    “How did you know that, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “If one us­es one’s head and sees and hears in­stead of talk­ing back, one can eas­ily

    de­duce there was a threat that your Pres­ident failed to take se­ri­ous­ly. But Em­per­or

    Smith did take it se­ri­ous­ly and want­ed the Pres­ident to take it se­ri­ous­ly, so he sent

    us. And we con­vinced him.”




    “But how did you know it’s one threat? One par­tic­ular threat?”




    “Not on­ly is it just one threat but the ex­am­ple was in your Sun Val­ley of Utah,” said

    Chi­un with not a lit­tle pride.




    “How do you get to that, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “And they put you in charge?” sighed Chi­un.




    The at­tack by the four men was met with short sidestep­ping and rolling by as though Re­mo

    and Chi­un were let­ting a dark rush­ing sub­way crowd push by them. This glanc­ing col­li­sion

    ac­com­pa­nied screams about the great­ness of God by the four at­tack­ers and how they were

    go­ing to wash the streets with the blood of the in­vad­er in­fi­dels.




    One of the at­tack­ers lost his Sears’ white sale tow­el.




    “Dey has dis­hon­ored my tur­ban. Dey has dis­hon­ored my tur­ban.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un stepped over the strug­gling bod­ies of the four men.




    “I am in charge, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “How did you know Sun Val­ley? I mean, why

    Sun Val­ley?”




    “The on­ly log­ical place,” said Chi­un.




    “You nev­er even heard of Sun Val­ley,” said Re­mo.




    “Smith told me.”




    “In the ho­tel in Los An­ge­les, right? What did he say?”




    “He said he was wor­ried about the death that was an ex­am­ple.”




    “And then what?”




    “And then he be­trayed me by putting you back in charge.”




    “Well, what makes you think that it’s one per­son or one group that’s the dan­ger?”




    “It is a dan­ger. One dan­ger. It is the one we know about. There may be oth­ers. The

    im­por­tant thing is that the name of the House of Sinan­ju does not be­come as­so­ci­at­ed

    with your em­per­or be­cause if an­oth­er one of your em­per­ors goes, it could shame the name

    of the House of Sinan­ju.




    And it would not be our fault be­cause your land is filled with in­sane bloody lu­natics who

    do not get paid for this work.”




    Hamis Al Boreen* and his crew re­grouped for an­oth­er charge.




    “Stop or we cut,” he threat­ened. “You ain’ dealin’ wif no or­di­nary nig­gers now. We all

    got Is­lam­ic names. On­li­est peo­ple what can stop a Mus­lim is an­oth­er Mus­lim, that who.

    It writ­ten in de holy whatchamacal­lit.”




    “I don’t want this Pres­ident to die, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    And Chi­un smiled. “We all die, Re­mo. What you are say­ing is you do not wish his death to

    come too soon or too vi­olent­ly.”




    “Yeah. You’ve nev­er lis­tened to our Vice Pres­ident.”




    “You mean if your Pres­ident dies, his wife does not as­sume the throne?”




    “No.”




    “Nor his chil­dren?”




    “No.”




    “This Vice Pres­ident, how is he re­lat­ed to the Pres­ident?”




    “He’s not.”




    “He is not his son, this Vice Pres­ident?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “Then we know who is be­hind this plot to as­sas­si­nate, prob­ably get­ting the work done

    for free too, so dis­hon­or­able is this per­son. He is the one who wish­es your Pres­ident

    dead. We will of­fer your Pres­ident his head on a pole and be done with this dirty busi­ness

    where peo­ple kill oth­ers for free.”




    The four charged again, this time two com­ing in from each side. Since it ap­peared they

    werejust go­ing to keep it up and keep it up, Re­mo put one away with an el­bow in­to the

    low­er rib and an­oth­er with a kick to the ster­num and was about to fin­ish the oth­er two

    when Chi­un said:




    “Don’t kill across me, please. It’s very rude.”




    And with that the long-​nailed fin­gers flicked out like a lizard’s tongue and a small red

    spot ap­peared where an eye had been, the brain be­hind it jel­lied through the frontal lobe,

    and an­oth­er hand ca­ressed a wild­ly swing­ing blade so that its cir­cu­lar mo­tion

    in­creased and with a thwuck stopped its mo­tion in the man’s own bel­ly. The tow­el with the

    or­ange glass in the mid­dle of it popped off the head. The eyes widened.




    “Je­sus Mer­cy,” said Hamis Al Boreen who had dis­cov­ered his new name while buy­ing a

    Twen­ty Mule Team prod­uct by mis­take when he had want­ed corn­starch. Af­ter all, who ev­er

    heard of eat­ing bo­rax?




    And then there was blood in his mouth and on hig face and he could not stand.




    “Okay, Sun Val­ley,” said Re­mo. “It’s a re­sort, you know.”




    “Will I meet the stars?” asked Chi­un who fol­lowed Amer­ican en­ter­tain­ers on

    tele­vi­sion dur­ing the day. He had not been watch­ing reg­ular­ly late­ly, how­ev­er, since

    these pro­grams had, as he said, “aban­doned de­cen­cy.” There was too much vi­olence.




    He bent down to pick up the or­ange-​col­ored glass. He held it up to a street light.




    “Glass,” he said dis­dain­ful­ly. “Is noth­ing re­al? Why, it is a bad im­ita­tion. There is

    no or­ange jew­el­ry in the en­tire world. This fraud is not even an im­ita­tion any­thing.”

    Chi­un kicked the corpse. “Vi­olence. Vi­olence in my day­time dra­maseven. This is not a

    coun­try worth sav­ing. Your worst el­ements like hu­man waste in one of your cesspools float

    to the top.”




    “You can watch the old shows, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo, walk­ing back in the night to

    the White House where they could get a cab to the air­port.




    “It’s not the same. I know them all. I know the trou­bles of all the stars. The stars are

    not the same to­day. They have sex to­day. They punch peo­ple to­day. They talk ob­scene­ly

    to­day. Where are the good and in­no­cent and pure?” asked Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and

    lover of “As the Plan­et Re­volves” which had gone off the air re­cent­ly af­ter twen­ty-​five

    years. “Where is pure in­no­cence and de­cen­cy?”




    “Where is it in life, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” asked Re­mo, not with­out a bit of wis­dom.




    “You are stand­ing next to it,” said Chi­un.




    There was no flight to Sun Val­ley un­til the morn­ing, and while wait­ing at Dulles

    Air­port Re­mo re­flect­ed on how many air­ports he had wait­ed at for how many nights and how

    ear­ly he had giv­en up the hope of ev­er hav­ing a home where he could rest his head and see

    the same peo­ple in the morn­ing as he had seen the night be­fore.




    In­stead he had some­thing else, a one­ness with the full­ness of the use of his body that

    on­ly a hand­ful of peo­ple had ev­er had.




    Be­cause Re­mo was Sinan­ju, shar­er of the sun source of all the mar­tial arts, each like a

    ray from the orig­inal and the most pow­er­ful. And yet, there were too many nights in too many

    air­ports and he did not even have a home vil­lage to send mon­ey to. Chi­un told him that

    Sinan­ju was is home, but that was a spir­itu­al home if anything. Re­mo could not re­gard

    him­self as an Ori­en­tal, as a Ko­re­an. He was an or­phan, which was why Smith had cho­sen

    him as CURE’S en­force­ment arm, and a long time ago made him dis­ap­pear to be­come a man who

    didn’t ex­ist, work­ing for an or­ga­ni­za­tion that didn’t ex­ist.




    Air­ports were a place where peo­ple ate can­dy bars and drank cof­fee un­til morn­ing. Or

    got drunk un­til the bars closed. Or read mag­azines.




    He had an urge to scream in this swept and clean ex­panse of mod­ern con­struc­tion,

    wait­ing to let out its peo­ple to the drone air­planes that came up along­side to swal­low

    them. It was a place for peo­ple pass­ing through and it was his home. He was pass­ing through

    life and was as se­cure as a man hurl­ing him­self off a four-​sto­ry build­ing. He

    re­mem­bered the morn­ing be­fore and the ex­er­cise and how his home was that time and space

    be­tween birth of the leap and the per­fect land­ing.




    So be it, thought Re­mo.




    He did not yell out.




    The next day, a lo­cal po­lice­man dozed in the heat as he sat on the cor­ner foun­da­tion

    of what had once been a house. There was a hole in the ground where Ernest Wal­green had spent

    his last days try­ing to sur­vive an as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempt,




    Chi­un looked down in­to the hole and smiled. He beck­oned Re­mo. Re­mo looked down in­to

    the hole. He saw what was left of the foun­da­tion in pieces, the shat­ter­ing that could come

    on­ly from ex­plo­sives im­plant­ed in the foun­da­tion it­self.




    “Well?” asked Chi­un.




    The guard blinked him­self awake. He told the Ori­en­tal and the white man they weren’t

    sup­posed to be there. They told him they would im­plant that shot­gun on his lap in­to his

    chest cav­ityif he con­tin­ued to both­er them. He saw the easy way the two moved,

    as­sumed they could do him harm, and went back to sleep. He had fif­teen years to go be­fore

    re­tire­ment, and he wasn’t go­ing to get there any faster by has­sling trou­ble­mak­ers.




    “Well ?”Chi­un said.




    “Case closed,” said Re­mo.




    “Is there noth­ing new ex­cept de­te­ri­ora­tion?” be­moaned Chi­un. “Such an old

    thing.”




    “My first les­son. One of them,” said Re­mo. “The Hole. And there is even a hole here which

    is fun­ny be­cause at the end of ‘The Hole,’ if it’s prop­er­ly done, the hole

    dis­ap­pears.”




    Re­mo re­mem­bered well. It was a sto­ry each Mas­ter passed to his suc­ces­sor. It was a

    tech­nique to do work that had at one time seemed im­pos­si­ble. And it went like this:




    Once, be­fore Sinan­ju achieved its full pow­er and when Mas­ters of­ten got killed in vain

    at­tempts to achieve their ends, there lived a shogun of Japan in a great cas­tle. And one of

    his lords wished that he be re­moved so that the lord could be­come shogun and rule the land of

    Japan. It was a time even be­fore the Samu­rai or the code of Bushi­do. For the Japanese, it

    was a very long time ago. For Sinan­ju, some time.




    This shogun had brave fol­low­ers. They al­ways were by him, in rows of three. Three

    guard­ed three guard­ed three.




    It was like a bee­hive and the shogun was the queen bee. He was most pow­er­ful. He lived in

    a great cas­tle. Now the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was not the strongest and it was be­fore the full

    and to­tal use of the breath was known. He was called TheFly, be­cause he would move

    quick­ly, then stop, quick­ly, then stop.




    The Fly knew he could not kill the shogun in his cas­tle. He was, be­ing Sinan­ju, bet­ter

    than any Japanese fight­er at that time. But he was not bet­ter than all of them added up. This

    was many many cen­turies be­fore Nin­ji, the Japanese night-​fight­ers who had learned by

    watch­ing Sinan­ju and, of course, watch­ing could on­ly re­pro­duce an im­ita­tion.




    Now these were es­pe­cial­ly hard times for Sinan­ju and there was much hunger in the

    vil­lage. And the peo­ple looked to the Mas­ter and he could not tell them. “The shogun is too

    strong and I am too weak.” You do not tell these things to ba­bies. You tell starv­ing ba­bies:

    “Here is your food, loved one.”




    So that was what The Fly told them. He took part of the mon­ey pay­ment from the lord who

    want­ed the shogun dead and with it he bought food. The rest was to be de­liv­ered to the

    vil­lage when he suc­ceed­ed.




    The Mas­ter came to Japan by the sea. And such was the strength of this shogun that it was

    known right away that an as­sas­sin had come to kill him.




    But even if there was not the full pow­er in Sinan­ju at that ear­ly time, there was

    al­ready the wis­dom. And from the be­gin­ning, it had been known that for ev­ery strength

    there is a weak­ness and from ev­ery weak­ness a strength. Iron that will de­flect an ar­row

    will drown its wear­er by pulling him un­der the wa­ter. Wood that floats crum­bles in the

    hand. The thrown knife leaves its throw­er with­out a weapon.




    At the oth­er end of life is death. And at the end of death, there must be life.




    These things did The Fly know. And he knew he was be­ing watched for the shogun had eyes in

    the very soil of Japan. In the sa­cred cities and the vil­lages. Ev­ery­where.




    So The Fly pre­tend­ed to drink too much wine. And when drink­ing, he knew one of the eyes

    of the shogun ap­proached and he told him the se­crets of strength, that for ev­ery strength

    there is a weak­ness. And he gave him the ex­am­ples.




    Right away this in­for­ma­tion reached the shogun. And the shogun right away de­mand­ed of

    the spy that he find out from The Fly what the weak­ness­es were in the shogun’s strength.




    And The Fly said that the walls were so thick com­mands could not be giv­en through them and

    the men around the em­per­or were packed so tight­ly that a dis­loy­al one must be among them.

    For among many is a bet­ter chance to have an evil one.




    Now this shogun was known to buy what­ev­er was the sharpest blade or strongest war­rior.

    And he sent the spy back to ask The Fly what would be bet­ter than his cas­tle or his many men.

    This, be­fore he would kill The Fly.




    And The Fly said there was a hole in which the great­est rob­ber of all Japan hid and could

    not be caught.




    Now there were al­ways rob­bers in ev­ery land. Some lands had few­er. Lands that suf­fered

    had more. Be­ing free of this crim­inal type meant on­ly hav­ing few­er of them than oth­ers.

    There was nev­er such a thing as no crime any­where. So The Fly knew there had to be a rob­ber

    some­where, even in the or­der­ly land of Japan. And there was.




    And the spy asked, which rob­ber do you mean! And The Fly an­swered:




    “The great one so great the shogun does nol even know his name. Nor can he ev­er find him

    That is the safest man in all Japan. In the safest place be­cause he can­not be be­trayed

    there.”




    And when asked where that was, The Fly told the spy that on­ly he and the great rob­ber knew

    and he would not tell any­one be­cause it was a promise to a dy­ing man. The rob­ber had lived

    and died peace­ful­ly and on­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew where this safest place was and he

    would car­ry that se­cret to his grave. He would nev­er give away such a trea­sure.




    And the spy the next day brought back jew­els and asked to trade the jew­els for the

    knowl­edge of the safe place. But the Mas­ter re­fused for he said the safe­ty of the place

    would be lost if he told it to any­one who mere­ly had mon­ey. For the safe­ty was in its

    se­cre­cy and on­ly the us­er and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could know the place, for com­mon

    knowl­edge of it would be like fire through a wood and pa­per palace.




    He would on­ly tell the man who was go­ing to use it.




    Now the shogun, be­ing most Japanese, set his mind with dis­ci­pline and fer­vor to un­lock

    the mys­tery of the “safest place in his king­dom. And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was tak­en to a

    place where tor­ture was done to him and still he did not dis­close the place, and fi­nal­ly to

    the shogun was he tak­en and there he did what no Japanese dared, He called the shogun a

    fool.




    “You who are the pow­er be­hind the em­per­or, you who have tak­en heads by the thou­sands,

    are the biggest fool in the land. You might as well setyour­self aflame as to con­tin­ue

    on your fool­ish course. For if I told you the lo­ca­tion of this safest place, you would not

    have a safe place but a place at the mer­cy of my tor­tur­ers. Do you trust them with your

    life? Af­ter you have trust­ed my life to them?




    “Lo, even now I can­not tell you be­cause you are not alone. Guards up­on guards are around

    you. You are not wor­thy of this safe place. I will take it to my grave with me.”




    And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was or­dered tak­en from the great palace of the shogun to a

    small house by the sea where he was giv­en nour­ish­ment and his wounds nursed. When he was

    well, he re­ceived a vis­itor alone just be­fore sun­rise. It was the shogun.




    “Now, Mas­ter, you may tell me. I am wor­thy of it.”




    And The Fly de­mand­ed a great price for the lo­ca­tion of this safest place for if he gave

    it away it would not be val­ued. For when man sets a price on some­thing, he re­al­ly sets his

    own val­ue of it.




    And the price was paid al­though the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew he could nev­er claim it for

    the price was in land which led the shogun to be­lieve The Fly in­tend­ed to stay and live. But

    The Fly knew that once the shogun thought he had found the safest place, the Mas­ter would be

    killed so the shogun need fear no one’s be­tray­al.




    So the Mas­ter told the shogun to come to the out­skirts of the sa­cred city of Os­aka,

    three days hence, and from there they could walk in one night. The mas­ter named a spot for the

    meet­ing and said the shogun must come alone.




    But of course the shogun did not. At a short dis­tance were three faith­ful lords all with

    weapons. But none who would suc­ceed the shogun if he died. Thus he could trust them more.




    It was enough that the shogun was with­in arm’s length. And the Mas­ter brought him to a

    lit­tle hill, and he said:




    “Here it is. The place I spoke of.” And the shogun replied: “I see noth­ing.” “You are not

    sup­posed to,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “For if you saw some­thing, so would oth­ers. That

    is why this is so safe. Take my sword. Dig.”




    “I am shogun. I do not dig.” “You can­not find it with­out dig­ging. It is most spa­cious.

    But the en­trance is sealed, can’t you see. And I am still too weak from the cuts and burns of

    your tor­tur­ers.”




    So the shogun dug with the Mas­ter’s sword and he dug most of the night un­til there was a

    hole as high as his head. And when it was this high, the Mas­ter, who was not all that in­jured

    be­cause there is a way to al­low your body to be tor­tured so that things ap­pear more painful

    and more harm­ful than they re­al­ly are, lift­ed a great rock above his head. And he

    whis­pered:




    “Shogun, you are now in the on­ly safe place that has ev­er been in the world. The grave.”

    And with that, the Mas­ter brought the rock crush­ing down on the shogun’s head.




    And he called to the three fol­low­ing lords who were now matched out in the open against a

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and he slew them, all did The Fly slay, one, two and three. And he took

    their heads and put them on poles and fled the land.




    And when the lord who had bought the death of the shogun be­came him­self shogun, he sent

    much trib­ute to Sinan­ju. Rice did he send andfish in great plen­ti­tude, and jew­els

    and gold and swords. For dur­ing his reign, he used The Fly much and was con­sid­ered the

    finest ruler Japan ev­er had.




    This was how Re­mo had heard the sto­ry, and when he had looked up the new shogun’s name, he

    had seen that the man had been one of Japan’s blood­iest lead­ers, which made sense for any­one

    em­ploy­ing Sinan­ju so reg­ular­ly.




    The moral of the sto­ry was that if you can’t get to some­one where he’s at, get him to

    where you can get at him.




    Re­mo looked down in­to the shat­tered re­mains of the foun­da­tion.




    “Ex­plo­sives in the foun­da­tion it­self, Chi­un,” he said. He jumped in­to the hole. He

    crum­bled pieces of foun­da­tion in his hand.




    “So who­ev­er got this guy out here in­to this place prob­ably act­ed like The Fly way back

    when. But why both­er to get that guy here at all ?”




    “Who knows how whites think?” asked Chi­un.




    “I don’t know, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. He was wor­ried. And he be­came more wor­ried

    when he found out, by check­ing back in Min­neapo­lis, who had put Ernest Wal­green,

    busi­ness­man, in­to that Sun Val­ley house. It was a se­cu­ri­ty agen­cy.




    “It doesn’t make sense, Chi­un. Now we know who­ev­er put Wal­green here killed him. But why

    a se­cu­ri­ty agen­cy he hired to pro­tect him?”




    “You are jump­ing to con­clu­sions,” Chi­un said. “Per­haps the se­cu­ri­ty agen­cy was

    tricked in­to bring­ing this Wal­green to Sun Val­ley. Would the sto­ry of The Fly have been

    any dif­fer­ent if he did not go with the shogun him­self to have him dig the hole, but had

    tricked some­one else in­to do­ingit? The les­son would be the same, the re­sult the

    same. The shogun dead.”




    “I guess you’re right,” Re­mo said, strolling the neat lawns of the Min­neapo­lis sub­urb

    where Wal­green had lived. “But I’m scared for the Pres­ident. How are they go­ing to get him

    in­to a hole? And who are they? Was there any­thing else Smit­ty told you?”




    “Who re­mem­bers what liars say?” Chi­un asked.




    “Smit­ty isn’t a liar. That’s the one thing he’s not.”




    “Not on­ly is he a liar but a fool­ish one. He promised that I was in charge and be­fore the

    em­per­or, your Pres­ident, he with­drew that promise and shamed me.”




    “What did he say? Come on. What’s the con­nec­tion? What’s the con­nec­tion be­tween the

    death of this Wal­green here and an at­tempt on the Pres­ident’s life?”




    “It is quite ob­vi­ous,” said Chi­un with a lofty smile. “What they both have in com­mon is

    sim­ple.”




    “What’s that?”




    “They are both white.”




    “Thanks for the big help, Chi­un.”




    Re­mo tried to think as he gazed along the drive­way that curled be­hind Wal­green’s house,

    ef­fec­tive­ly open­ing it up to an at­tack from any side. The fur­ni­ture in­side the house

    was cov­ered. There was a f or-​sale sign on the lawn, which was four days past be­ing neat­ly

    cut. It was a home where Wal­green had lived the kind of life Re­mo could nev­er live.




    Re­mo could touch this house with his hands and yet he could nev­er have it. He en­vied

    Walgreen what Wal­green had had when he was alive. Killers could nev­er get Re­mo that way but

    Re­mo could nev­er have this house, the fam­ily that had lived here, the life they had

    shared.




    Across the street, a wom­an with very yel­low hair looked at Re­mo and Chi­un too of­ten to

    be dis­in­ter­est­ed. Re­mo watched her leave her car..




    She walked with a smooth volup­tuous grace, ac­cus­tomed to as­sault­ing male eyes with her

    very ap­peal. A light blue silk dress clung over full breasts. Her lips were pulpy and

    glis­tened. She smiled as if she could stam­pede a foot­ball team with a wave of her hand.




    “That’s the Wal­green house,” she said. “I couldn’t help notic­ing you ex­am­in­ing it

    rather close­ly. I am an in­ves­ti­ga­tor for the House Com­mit­tee on As­sas­si­na­tion

    Con­spir­acies and At­tempts. Here’s my iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. Would you mind telling me what

    you’re do­ing here?”




    Her hand pro­duced a small leather foldover wal­let. In­side the wal­let was her

    pho­to­graph, look­ing quite somber and hard­ly sexy at all, and the Con­gres­sion­al seal on

    the iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. Pressed un­der­neath the iden­ti­fi­ca­tion was a fold­ed piece of

    pa­per which Re­mo re­moved.




    “You’re not sup­posed to see that,” she snapped. “That’s im­por­tant Con­gres­sion­al

    cor­re­spon­dence. It’s a priv­ileged com­mu­ni­ca­tion. It’s a Con­gres­sion­al

    com­mu­ni­ca­tion.”




    Re­mo un­fold­ed the pa­per that had been wedged un­der­neath the iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. It was

    on the sta­tionery of Rep. Or­val Creel, chair­man of the House Com­mit­tee on

    As­sas­si­na­tion Con­spir­acies and At­tempts, in paren­the­ses (CA­CA). The note read:




    My place or yours?




    It was signed: Poop­sie.




    “What are you in­ves­ti­gat­ing?” asked Re­mo.




    “I’ll ask the ques­tions,” she said, snatch­ing back the fold­ed piece of pa­per. Her name,

    ac­cord­ing to her iden­ti­fi­ca­tion was Vi­ola Poombs. “Now what are you do­ing here?” she

    asked, read­ing from a card that told her to ask that.




    “Plan­ning to mur­der the Supreme Court, Congress, and all the mem­bers of the Ex­ec­utive

    Branch mak­ing more than $35,000 a year,” Re­mo said.




    “Do you have a pen­cil?” asked-​Miss Poombs.




    “Why?” asked Re­mo.




    “So I can write down your an­swers. How do you spell plan­ning.”




    “What did you do be­fore you be­came a Con­gres­sion­al in­ves­ti­ga­tor?” asked Re­mo.




    “I was a mod­el in a fin­ger-​paint­ing par­lor,” said Miss Poombs. Her bil­low­ing pink­ish

    cleav­age rose proud­ly and smelled moist in the spring heat. “But then Rep­re­sen­ta­tive

    Creel made me an in­ves­ti­ga­tor. The prob­lem for me is I don’t know the dif­fer­ence yet

    be­tween a mur­der and an as­sas­si­na­tion.”




    “In this de­gen­er­ate coun­try, child, you wouldn’t,” Chi­un said. “But you will know. I

    have de­cid­ed to teach you. Of all your kind, you will un­der­stand the dif­fer­ence best of

    all. Your com­mit­tee will have wis­dom and you, among your kind, shall be ven­er­at­ed as

    wise.”




    “My kind? What kind is my kind?” asked Miss Poombs.




    “The bil­lowy breast­ed white per­son,” said Chi­un, as if he were de­scrib­ing a bird he

    had seen on a win­ter mead­ow walk.




    “That’s cute,” said Vi­ola.




    “Come on, Chi­un, I’m work­ing,” Re­mo said. “You’re not go­ing to teach any­body

    any­thing.”




    “You’re not cute,” said Vi­ola. “You’re nasty.” She glared at Re­mo and added, “I al­ways

    want­ed to be loved for my mind.”




    Re­mo looked at her chest. “Both of them?”


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE




    Vi­ola Poombs was all ex­cit­ed. She was go­ing to find out who killed ev­ery­body. And the

    nice lit­tle Ori­en­tal man, why he was telling her so many things, no­body ev­er knew so many

    things about as­sas­si­na­tion, why Poop­sie and his com­mit­tee would just love to know

    ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery­thing! He might even run for sen­ator and gov­er­nor and then there would

    be bet­ter jobs than just be­ing an in­ves­ti­ga­tor, she might even get to be vice gov­er­nor

    or what­ev­er one gets to be when they are close to their gov­er­nor.




    But first she had to do some things.




    “With your clothes on ?” asked the nasty white man called Re­mo.




    “I wasn’t go­ing to take them off. I nev­er take off my clothes in pub­lic. I’m not an

    ex­hi­bi­tion­ist. I am an em­ploy­ee of the fed­er­al gov­ern­ment of the Unit­ed States of

    Amer­ica and I would take off my clothes on­ly up­on a di­rect or­der from a du­ly elect­ed

    rep­re­sen­ta­tive of the Amer­ican peo­ple.”




    And that showed him. All right, maybe he knew more about killings and things but she had her

    rights too. And she was co­op­er­at­ing enough.She had called the Se­cret Ser­vice and

    made an ap­point­ment with the as­sis­tant di­rec­tor, and he said he would see her. And they

    all went to Wash­ing­ton, and they were all go­ing to see this man and they would ask

    ques­tions. Im­por­tant ques­tions. Vi­ola Poombs knew they were im­por­tant be­cause she was

    told she wouldn’t un­der­stand them. That could mean on­ly one of two things: ei­ther they

    didn’t want to tell her or she re­al­ly wouldn’t un­der­stand them. Most things she didn’t

    un­der­stand. What she did know was that you asked for things when men were all ex­cit­ed and

    that was the best time. Af­ter­wards, when they were com­fort­able and re­leased, that was the

    worst time.




    It was not much that Vi­ola un­der­stood but that sim­plic­ity had earned her, at

    twen­ty-​four, the be­gin­ning of a $78,000 pen­sion fund, 3,000 shares of Dodge-​Phillips,

    $8,325.42 in a pass­book ac­count, and at least two years at $28,300 a year from the Amer­ican

    tax­pay­ers. She right­ly un­der­stood that her good years were be­tween now and thir­ty.

    Be­tween now and then she would have to learn to do some­thing with her mind. Un­less she got

    mar­ried. But mar­riage was not that easy nowa­days, es­pe­cial­ly con­sid­er­ing that she

    looked for some­one with more fi­nan­cial sol­ven­cy than she had.




    The thing she had to do be­fore any of them stepped in­to the of­fice of the as­sis­tant

    di­rec­tor of the Se­cret Ser­vice was to call the chair­man of the com­mit­tee she worked

    for.




    “Hel­lo, Poop­sie,” she said when Con­gress­man Creel’s sec­re­tary fi­nal­ly got her

    through. The sec­re­tary had been try­ing to learn to work the phone but­tons for months now,

    but ev­ery timeshe had it al­most down pat, she would have to take time off to pre­pare

    for an­oth­er con­test. Next year, she hoped to be Miss Walpole, In­di­ana.




    “I’m in Wash­ing­ton,” said Vi­ola.




    “You’re not sup­posed to be in Wash­ing­ton. We’re sup­posed to meet this week­end in

    Min­neapo­lis. Re­mem­ber the tip? That the killing of that Wal­green is some­how con­nect­ed

    with pres­iden­tial as­sas­si­na­tions? That’s why I sent you out there.”




    “I’m in­ves­ti­gat­ing. And I’m go­ing to make you fa­mous. You’re go­ing to know

    ev­ery­thing there is about as­sas­si­na­tions.”




    “The on­ly thing I have to know is how to get more mon­ey for my com­mit­tee.”




    “There’s mon­ey in as­sas­si­na­tions?” asked Vi­ola.




    “For­tunes. Don’t you look at the book­stands and the movies and the TV shows?”




    “How much mon­ey?” asked Vi­ola Poombs.




    “Nev­er mind,” snapped Con­gress­man Creel. “Get back to Min­neapo­lis and watch that house.

    Or don’t watch it. But get back there for when we ar­rive.”




    “How much mon­ey?” asked Vi­ola, who in sub­jects like these re­fused to be

    in­tim­idat­ed.




    “I don’t know. Some guy just got $300,000 from a pub­lish­er for Cry Mer­cy. It’s about how

    Amer­ica’s rot­ten greed caused all these as­sas­si­na­tions, dear.”




    “You said three hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars?” re­peat­ed Vi­ola slow­ly.




    “Yeah. Now get back to Min­neapo­lis, dear.”




    “Pa­per­back or hard­cov­er?” asked Vi­ola. “Who kept the for­eign rights? What about the

    movieshare? Did any­one men­tion tele­vi­sion spinoffs? Book clubs? Was there book club

    mon­ey?”




    “I don’t know. Why is it you be­come so damned tech­ni­cal when it comes to the almighty

    dol­lar? You’re a greedy per­son, Vi­ola. Vi­ola? Vi­ola? Are you there?”




    Vi­ola Poombs heard her name com­ing from the tele­phone ear­piece as she hung up.




    She left the booth in the Trea­sury build­ing and went right up to the cute lit­tle old

    Ori­en­tal and gave him a big kiss on his adorable cheeks.




    “Do not touch,” said Chi­un. “If you want to touch, touch him.” He point­ed to Re­mo. “He

    likes it.”




    “Are you ready, Miss Poombs?” asked Re­mo with a bored sigh.




    “Ready,” said Vi­ola.




    “The first thing you must re­mem­ber,” said Chi­un as they all walked to the el­eva­tor, “is

    that as­sas­si­na­tions have got­ten a bad name in this coun­try be­cause of am­ateurism.

    Am­ateurism, free wan­ton mur­der with­out pay­ment, is a curse to any land. I am telling you

    this so you will get it all right for your com­mit­tee and ev­ery­one will know the truth,

    be­cause I think I am go­ing to be blamed if some­thing goes wrong. And it will, be­cause I am

    not in charge.”




    “Chi­un,” said Re­mo, “knock it off.”




    The as­sis­tant di­rec­tor of the Se­cret Ser­vice di­rect­ed the Pres­ident’s safe­ty. He

    nev­er met any­one in his of­fice be­cause his of­fice had charts of men in charge of

    as­sign­ments, White House pro­tec­tion, trav­el­ing pro­tec­tion and, worst of all, crowd

    con­trol and pro­tec­tion.




    The as­sis­tant di­rec­tor was forty-​two years old and looked six­ty. He had white hair,

    deep linesaround his mouth and eyes, and deep dark wa­ter­mel­on wedges un­der his eyes,

    that al­ways seemed to be star­ing out at some hor­ror.




    He sipped Al­ka Seltzer as he talked, wash­ing down spe­cial­ly pressed bars of Maalox. The

    Maalox soothed his stom­ach. It took the great amount of acid his body poured in­to his

    in­testines and neu­tral­ized it. His en­tire oral func­tion was to com­bat these mas­sive

    amounts of stom­ach acid his body pro­duced dur­ing ten­sion. While oth­ers some­times got up

    in the mid­dle of the night to uri­nate, he would wake up reach­ing for his Maalox. He dreamed

    in code.




    When he first took over the job of pro­tect­ing the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, he

    re­port­ed to the doc­tor that he was hav­ing a ner­vous break­down. The doc­tor told him he

    was do­ing bet­ter emo­tion­al­ly and phys­ical­ly than his pre­de­ces­sors had. For his job

    there were new stan­dards for ner­vous break­downs.




    “New stan­dards?” he asked. “What are they?”




    “When you start peel­ing off pieces of your cheeks with a let­ter open­er, then we be­gin to

    con­sid­er ner­vous break­down. And we’re not talk­ing just out­er lay­er ei­ther. A good gash,

    right down to bone. Last fel­low ground down his teeth till they hit stubs.”




    So when the lus­cious blonde and the Ori­en­tal and the in­cred­ibly-​re­laxed Amer­ican in

    black tee shirt and gray pants and a loose man­ner of loung­ing in a chair asked the key

    ques­tion, the morn­ing’s Maalox came up all over the con­fer­ence ta­ble.




    “I take it,” said Re­mo, “that there is a con­nec­tion be­tween the death of the

    Min­neapo­lisbusi­ness­man by ex­plo­sion in Sun Val­ley and the safe­ty of the

    Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States.”




    The Se­cret Ser­vice man nod­ded, wip­ing his lips with a hand­ker­chief be­fore the

    stom­ach bile ate through them to his gums. He quaffed a long gulp of Al­ka Seltzer and

    swal­lowed a Maalox bar whole. His low­er in­testines felt as if they were be­ing crisp fried

    in Wes­son oil. Much bet­ter, he thought.




    “Di­rect con­nec­tion. And we’re wor­ried. The way Wal­green was killed leads us to be­lieve

    that we’re fac­ing a new lev­el of as­sas­sin, prob­ably the best there is.”




    “No. We are on your side,” Chi­un said.




    “What?” asked the as­sis­tant di­rec­tor.




    “Noth­ing,” said Re­mo. “Ig­nore him.”




    “Are you sure you’re from the House CA­CA com­mit­tee ?”




    Vi­ola Poombs showed her card again. The Se­cret Ser­vice man nod­ded in rhythm with his

    twitch.




    “AH right. Di­rect con­nec­tion. Ab­so­lute­ly di­rect. If it weren’t for the Pres­ident of

    the Unit­ed States, Ernest Wal­green and his wife would be alive to­day. How’s that for

    di­rect?”




    “Ex­plain,” said Re­mo.




    “Ex­plain,” said Vi­ola, be­cause it sound­ed like the of­fi­cial thing to say.




    “Don’t both­er,” said Chi­un. “It is ob­vi­ous.”




    “How do you know?” de­mand­ed the Se­cret Ser­vice man.




    “Be­cause it is on­ly done ev­ery oth­er cen­tu­ry,” said Chi­un dis­dain­ful­ly. And in

    Ko­re­an, he ex­plained to Re­mo that it was a vari­ation of The Hole. When one want­ed

    trib­ute from an em­per­or not to kill him, one chose some­one very well protect­ed and killed

    him. This was not done by the House of Sinan­ju, be­cause ba­si­cal­ly it in­volved

    col­lect­ing mon­eys for not do­ing work, and that cost the body its skills. To get paid to do

    noth­ing pro­duced weak­ness and weak­ness pro­duced death. Re­mo nod­ded. He un­der­stood more

    and more Ko­re­an nowa­days, but on­ly the north­ern di­alect of Sinan­ju.




    “What did he say? What did he say?” asked the as­sis­tant di­rec­tor.




    “He said there’s some­body de­mand­ing trib­ute,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s right. How did he know? How? How?”




    “It’s old stuff,” said Re­mo. “Who gets the




    trib­ute and how much ?”




    “I can’t say. The Pres­ident has to au­tho­rize it and this new one, he didn’t un­der­stand

    what it was and can­celled the pay­ments. It’s hap­pened be­fore, but be­fore we could al­ways

    get the Pres­ident to lis­ten. This guy won’t even lis­ten. He says he’s got a coun­try to

    wor­ry about.”




    “You say it hap­pened be­fore. What be­fore?” Re­mo asked.




    “Well, be­fore they threat­ened the Pres­ident’s life. The last Pres­ident. They got hold of

    this loonie and gave her a .45 cal­iber gun and got her close, told her just how to get close,

    and then, if that wasn’t enough, they got hold of a sec­ond loonie with a gun that went off and

    they said the next time, that would be it, so the White House paid off.”




    “How long has this been go­ing on?”




    “Since Kennedy’s death. That was the end of the good old days.” The as­sis­tant di­rec­tor’s

    hands quiv­ered and he got the glass up to his lips and most of the liq­uid in his mouth. He

    wore whitegray shirts with a crust de­sign so the spilled Al­ka Seltzer and crushed

    Maalox would not show. “Be­ing in charge of the Pres­ident’s safe­ty is like us­ing a bomb for

    a pil­low. You can’t sleep.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “So the Pres­ident has can­celled the pay­ments. What hap­pened

    since then?”




    “We’ve got­ten word that the Pres­ident is go­ing to be killed.”




    “Who sent you that word?”




    “A phone call. Male. Late for­ties. Maybe South­ern. Raspy voice. No trace of who he

    is.”




    “Start the pay­ments up again. That should stop him,” Re­mo said.




    “We’ve thought of that. But we don’t know how to reach the guy. Sup­pose he’s just de­cid­ed

    that it’s time to kill a Pres­ident? For what­ev­er rea­son. Maybe he’s tossed his cork. Who

    knows?”




    “Any rea­son to think that?” asked Re­mo.




    “Just one. He told us he was go­ing to kill some­body as a les­son, be­fore killing the

    Pres­ident.”




    “And that was Wal­green.” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah.” The as­sis­tant di­rec­tor nod­ded. “And you know who Wal­green was ?”




    “A busi­ness­man,” said Re­mo.




    “Right. And a for­mer Se­cret Ser­vice man. And af­ter he got out of the ser­vice, he was

    called back for a spe­cial oc­ca­sion­al as­sign­ment.”




    “Which was?”




    “De­liv­er­ing the trib­ute mon­ey to pre­vent the pres­iden­tial as­sas­si­na­tion,” the

    as­sis­tant di­rec­tor said. “When he got killed, it was more than just an ex­am­ple to us that

    the as­sas­sin could kill. He killed the man who was di­rect­ly re­spon­si­ble for get­ting the

    mon­ey to him. That’s what scares me. It’s like he’s telling us I’ve got enough

    mon­eynow, and this time I don’t want mon­ey, I want the Pres­ident’s ass.” The man

    grabbed again for the glass of Al­ka Seltzer.




    Chi­un flicked the glass from his quiv­er­ing hand.




    “Fool. Stop this. Stop this what you do to your­self.”




    “I’m not do­ing it. The job’s do­ing it.”




    “You are do­ing it. And I will prove it,” said Chi­un. “When there is a death in the

    fam­ily, do you quiver like this ?”




    “I’m not re­spon­si­ble for keep­ing my fam­ily alive.”




    “You are, but you do not know it. You suf­fer from what you do know. You know your job is

    im­por­tant and al­most im­pos­si­ble. So you wor­ry. You.”




    “How the hell can I stop ?”




    “By ac­cept­ing the sim­ple fact that you can­not guar­an­tee your suc­cess, and by

    think­ing of your Pres­ident as an egg. You will pro­tect him just as well but you wouldn’t

    wor­ry about an egg, would you?”




    The Se­cret Ser­vice man re­flect­ed for a mo­ment, and then his body eased its chem­ical

    as­sault up­on his stom­ach and a great re­lief came up­on him. He thought of the Pres­ident as

    an egg and sud­den­ly felt an ease which no chem­ical had been able to bring to him. He felt

    ex­or­bi­tant­ly good by, for the first time in months, not feel­ing ex­traor­di­nar­ily

    bad.




    Vi­ola Poombs had got­ten lost through the con­ver­sa­tion be­tween Re­mo and the

    as­sis­tant di­rec­tor and had stopped tak­ing notes with a bor­rowed pen­cil on a bor­rowed

    pad. “The Pres­ident is go­ing to die?” she asked now. She won­dered if shecould get a

    book done, pre­dict­ing it. Maybe some­thing about ex­act­ly how it was go­ing to be done.

    Per­haps some sex. She could pose nude in the cen­ter­fold. Per­haps a fold­out cen­ter­fold of

    a book. She would need a con­nec­tion be­tween the nude pic­ture and the very mod­est and

    re­li­gious Pres­ident. Well, she would write the book her­self. That was con­nec­tion enough.

    Au­thors of­ten had their pic­tures on book cov­ers. Hers would be in the cen­ter­fold. Men

    didn’t need too great an ex­cuse to look at bar­eass pic­tures. And she had the ass to

    bare.




    When Vi­ola Poombs asked the ques­tion, the Se­cret Ser­vice man thought of his Pres­ident

    be­ing as­sas­si­nat­ed and he dove for the bot­tle. But a long del­icate fin­ger­nail some­how

    mirac­ulous­ly stopped his progress.




    “Think of egg. All your wor­ry does not help. On­ly hurts. Think of egg,” said Chi­un.




    The man did. He imag­ined an egg be­ing bro­ken by a sniper’s bul­let, cracked splat

    ev­ery­where by a .45 cal­iber bul­let. An ex­plod­ing egg. A burn­ing egg. A fried egg. An egg

    sand­wich. Who cared about eggs? He felt bet­ter. He felt tremen­dous.




    “Kind sir, how can I thank you?”




    “Stop spread­ing ly­ing slan­der about the House of Sinan­ju.”




    “House of Sinan­ju? Why I didn’t say any­thing about that. And it’s just a leg­end

    any­way.”




    “It is no leg­end. They are the wis­est, kind­est, most ven­er­able as­sas­sins ev­er to

    grace this mea­ger plan­et. Stop call­ing oth­ers ‘pos­si­bly the best there is.’ You in­sult

    the best when you call oth­ers the best. Know you this, trem­bling young man, the House of

    Sinan­ju can tame and hum­ble these up­starts. Best? Hah, would you com­pare asew­er with

    all the oceans of the world? Then do not com­pare mur­der­ous knaves with the House of

    Sinan­ju.”




    “Who are you, sir?” asked the as­sis­tant di­rec­tor, tears of grat­itude in his eyes.




    “An un­bi­ased ob­serv­er,” said Chi­un. “One who has an in­ter­est in truth.”




    Out­side the of­fice, Chi­un looked grave. A few paces from Vi­ola Poombs, where she could

    not hear, he con­fid­ed in Re­mo:




    “We are in trou­ble. We must leave. Doom is near.”




    Re­mo hadn’t no­ticed any­one mak­ing a move. He looked around.




    “Re­mo, we can­not af­ford to al­low the House of Sinan­ju to be­come as­so­ci­at­ed with

    this pend­ing dis­as­ter. What will the world think if your Pres­ident is hacked to bits or

    ex­plod­ed or shot in the head and the House of Sinan­ju was not on­ly not the one which

    achieved it, but had in­stead been hired to pro­tect him? It is bad, Re­mo. Coun­tries come and

    go, but the rep­uta­tion of Sinan­ju is im­por­tant.”




    “Chi­un, there are maybe fifty peo­ple in the en­tire world who have heard of Sinan­ju and

    forty-​sev­en of them live there.”




    “Your Pres­ident is go­ing to die and em­bar­rass us. That is what your Pres­ident is go­ing

    to do to us. If it were not against my ethics, I would kill him my­self from the anger I feel.

    How dare he get him­self care­less­ly killed to dis­grace our name? It is true what they say

    about new coun­tries be­ing bad coun­tries.”




    “What’s this doom? What makes you so sure that he is go­ing to die ?”




    “Did you not hear? Did you not lis­ten? For years, your coun­try was pay­ing trib­ute for

    its fear. Trib­ute to oth­ers when the House of Sinan­ju was in their midst. Nev­er­the­less,

    peo­ple do not pay trib­ute for noth­ing.”




    “They do it all the time,” Re­mo said. “Ask a re­al es­tate bro­ker. They sell one part

    house, three parts ly­ing.”




    “But not gov­ern­ments with so many po­lice­men and mil­itary men wish­ing to show their

    lead­ers how ef­fec­tive they are. This does not hap­pen un­less his pro­tec­tors know in their

    hearts that they can­not save him. Ev­ery pay­ment is a dis­grace to them. This is so, Re­mo.

    Yet they have rec­om­mend­ed pay­ing off this mur­der­er be­cause they know he is ca­pa­ble of

    do­ing what he has threat­ened. For years they paid him. And then he killed the man who was the

    mes­sen­ger of the mon­ey. This Wal­groon.”




    “Wal­green,” Re­mo said.




    “What­ev­er. These killers killed him. They did not do that be­cause they want more

    trib­ute. They did that be­cause they are go­ing to kill your Pres­ident and they want his

    pro­tec­tors to know that they can­not pro­tect him.”




    Vi­ola Poombs bounced over, her cleav­age pre­ced­ing her like ship’s bells in fog.




    “Ev­ery­thing all right ?” she asked.




    Re­mo did not an­swer. Chi­un smiled.




    “In your ac­count of how this Pres­ident died, you should note most of all he re­fused to

    avail him­self of the House of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    “Ig­nore him,” Re­mo said. “This Pres­ident is us­ing the House of Sinan­ju. And the House

    of Sinan­ju will save him. I guar­an­tee it. So get this down for the ages. The Mas­ter, of

    Sinan­jupromis­es that no harm will be­fall the Pres­ident. Be sure to write that down.

    It’s im­por­tant.”




    “Un­til this mo­ment, Re­mo, I had not re­al­ized how cru­el you were,” Chi­un said.




    “I just want to give you some in­cen­tive, Lit­tle Fa­ther, for hang­ing around and

    pro­tect­ing the Man.”




    “You are an evil per­son,” Chi­un said.




    “Right,” agreed Re­mo. “Did you get that, Vi­ola?”




    “Al­most. How do you spell guar­an­tee? And do you have a pen­cil I could bor­row?”


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX




    Les Pru­el of Pal­dor Se­cu­ri­ty watched the blade come down on the glis­ten­ing sweaty

    neck of the boy. The boy was about twelve and had a clubbed foot, and two guards in

    re­splen­dent uni­forms had pushed him down to his knees while the Pres­ident for Life of the

    Peo­ples’ Demo­crat­ic Re­pub­lic of Um­bas­sa talked on about se­cu­ri­ty and what sort of

    guar­an­tees could Mr. Pru­el give that his ex­cel­len­cy would not suc­cumb to the fate of so

    many African lead­ers.




    “I can’t, your high­ness. No one can. But I can give you the best pro­tec­tion that

    tech­nol­ogy and our ex­pe­ri­ence can of­fer. We at Pal­dor ap­pre­ci­ate your prob­lems and

    we have nev­er lost a client yet.”




    “Nev­er ?” asked the Pres­ident for Life.




    The blade came down with a swish and then the thunk of a can­taloupe be­ing ma­cheted in

    half. The neck had gone first, then the throat, which was why most ex­ecu­tion­ers put the

    vic­tim’s head fac­ing down, so that the blade would hit bone first at the strongest part of

    its stroke. The boy’s head rolled.




    Well, thought Pru­el, his wretched life is over at least. To live in this king­dom is to

    live too long.




    Maybe he had lived too long. He had been might­ily de­pressed since Pal­dor had lost Ernest

    Wal­green. Ernie had been with the Se­cret Ser­vice al­so. That house in Sun Val­ley had been

    safe. He was sure of it. And yet he could not stem the nag­ging tor­tur­ous thought that he had

    led the for­mer agent to his death. He had put him in that house as sure­ly as if he had put

    him on top of a bomb.




    It was a stupid move. You led peo­ple to safe ex­its and hide­aways, not to bombs. He had

    brood­ed about this for weeks in the Pal­dor of­fices un­til the chair­man of Pal­dor, the

    on­ly mem­ber of the top-​rank­ing staff who had nev­er been with the Se­cret Ser­vice, called

    him in and said:




    “Pru­el. We got two kinds of peo­ple. Those who sell Pal­dor and those who don’t work here

    any­more. Now I’m not hav­ing a mope around here any­more be­cause no busi­ness needs a mope.

    We need sell. That’s S-​E-​L-​L, sell, and by tooz­it’s dust­whumpher I mean sell.”




    Which was how Sylvester Mon­tro­fort talked. And when Mr. Mon­tro­fort talked, peo­ple

    lis­tened. He had tak­en the dispir­it­ed band of Se­cret Ser­vice men af­ter Kennedy’s death

    and put them all on salary, which he paid him­self, and talked to them and nursed them along

    un­til they all were wealthy busi­ness­men. He had giv­en them pride again. Mo­ti­va­tion

    again. He had con­vinced them they had some­thing worth sell­ing and they should now get a good

    price for it. And they did. Les Pru­el couldn’t re­mem­ber when he’d looked on the right side

    of a menu at the prices. Now he on­ly looked at what might please him.




    “Dif­fer­ence be­tween rich and poor ain’t in thehead, Pru­el,” Mr. Mon­tro­fort had

    once said. “It’s in the hard hon­est dol­lars. That’s the dif­fer­ence. Don’t let any­body

    any­time tell you you’re poor ’cause you think poor. You’re poor ’cause you don’t have two

    clink­ing nick­els to rub to­geth­er. That’s poor. Rich is fold­ing mon­ey, lots of it, and

    enough for what­ev­er you want. Poor’s not get­ting what you want. Eich is. That’s the

    dif­fer­ence. All this stuff about what you think isn’t worth the fuzz on a ten-​year-​old

    ten­nis ball. Shoot, if think­ing was all that made you rich, damned hyp­no­tists would be the

    rich­est dit­wallers in the whole world. And they ain’t. I ought to know. I know about that

    stuff.”




    No­body ev­er re­al­ly ar­gued with Sylvester Mon­tro­fort. He had no legs and his back

    humped up in some spinal de­for­mi­ty, yet he could con­vey such en­thu­si­asm that he could

    con­vince you that you and he could be a re­lay team in the Olympics.




    So in the de­pres­sion that set in af­ter they lost Ernie Wal­green, Mr. Mon­tro­fort not

    on­ly did not share the sad­ness but said it was time when good sales­men showed their stuff.

    Any­one could sell an oil well to a gas com­pa­ny, he said. But try sell­ing a dry hole. Now,

    that’s a sales­man.




    Les Pru­el couldn’t break the slump so Mr. Mon­tro­fort had shipped him off to

    Um­bas­sa.




    “Sell the gad­gets. They love gad­gets. Shiny gad­gets,” Mr. Mon­tro­fort had said.




    “They can’t use them.”




    “Shoot. If they want ‘em, sell ‘em. You can’t sell train­ing any­more. They know they got

    peo­ple who can’t even use their thumbs. Sell gad­gets. Radar.”




    “Radar is on­ly good for air­planes.”




    “Tell him some oth­er jun­gle bun­ny is go­ing tobomb him. I’ll sell a cou­ple of

    planes to his neigh­bor. Go ahead.”




    And he was in Um­bas­sa. And the Pres­ident for Life of The Peo­ples’ Demo­crat­ic

    Re­pub­lic of Um­bas­sa want­ed radar. Lots of radar. The radar with the shiny but­tons. So he

    could shoot down air­planes in the sky all over the world.




    Les Pru­el had to ex­plain that radar didn’t shoot down planes. It just showed you where

    they were so they could not sneak up on you and kill you while you slept in your palace,

    sur­round­ed by your faith­ful field mar­shals and gen­er­als and supreme gen­er­als and

    com­man­ders for eter­ni­ty. That’s what radar was for.




    The Pres­ident for Life want­ed the kind of radar that shot down planes all over the

    world.




    There was no such thing, said Pru­el.




    “The Rus­sians will sell it to me,” said the Pres­ident for Life.




    “Oh,” said Pru­el. “You mean the desta­bi­liz­er. That’s the one where you can nev­er be

    killed by a bomb dropped from above. But it has its prob­lems.”




    “What prob­lems?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “It is used to save on­ly one per­son. The en­tire net­work can save on­ly one per­son in a

    coun­try. Do you have such a per­son, who must be saved, even though the whole coun­try should

    per­ish?” asked Pru­el.




    They did have such a per­son.




    It was the Pres­ident for Life, of course. And Pru­el set up the pho­ny sys­tem next to the

    planes that Um­bas­sa pi­lots could not fly. It was $440 worth of old hi­fi and tele­vi­sion

    equip­ment, pol­ished to a glis­ten­ing shine. There was an old Zenith ra­dio grid. Pal­dor

    crafts­men cut out theform of a bomb from sheet met­al. They put a tiny bat­tery un­der

    it and a bulb in it. The bulb was red. It blinked.




    The Pres­ident for Life was sup­posed to keep the tiny pro­tec­tive de­vice in his pock­et

    all the time and he would nev­er be hit by a bomb. It cost $2,300,000. Less than even one of

    the cheap Rus­sian planes.




    The Pres­ident for Life prompt­ly told an Amer­ican re­porter how he had, through

    tech­no­log­ical in­ge­nu­ity, pur­chased an air de­fense sys­tem cheap­er than a sin­gle

    plane. But it was a mil­itary se­cret and he would not tell the re­porter what it was, on­ly

    that he could nev­er be hit by a bomb. He kept his hand in his pock­et all through the

    in­ter­view.




    In grat­itude, the Pres­ident of Life gave Leg Pru­el a sword. But he would not think of

    giv­ing it to him un­blood­ed, for that was an in­sult. So he or­dered the sword and some­one

    brought the boy who dragged his foot and Les Pru­el watched the head roll and he knew then that

    he was not go­ing to work for Pal­dor any­more. He had be­come one of Sylvester Mon­tro­fort’s

    sales­men and he didn’t like it in him­self. He didn’t like the prod­uct, if and when a re­al

    prod­uct ex­ist­ed. He didn’t like the cus­tomers. He didn’t like him­self.




    “You look un­hap­py,” said the Pres­ident for Life. “You do not un­der­stand. It is a fine

    sword. We have many young boys and that one was use­less. We are mov­ing in gi­ant steps to

    tech­nol­ogy and there­fore they be­come even more use­less.”




    “They, who?” asked Pru­el. He thought of Ernie Wal­green.




    “The chil­dren who will grow up to join work­ers’ brigades. We sell them if yoa want to

    buythem, al­though in your coun­try, you can­not do that with your cap­ital­ist

    laws.”




    Les Pru­el forced a smile and thanked the Pres­ident for Life and de­clined an of­fer to try

    the sword him­self. It was wrapped in vel­vet by facile black hands. Pru­el didn’t want to look

    at eyes any­more. He watched the hands.




    “Pal­dor wish­es his ex­cel­len­cy, Pres­ident for Life, a long and safe life.”




    “Bet­ter than Rus­sian radar,” said the Pres­ident for Life, pat­ting his pock­et. “Now we

    do not have to shoot down planes be­cause they can do us no harm. Let them drop atom­ic bombs.

    We are safe. Safe from the world. Safe from the crazed hate­ful Zion­ist hordes who wish to

    en­slave the world.”




    “Yes. An hon­ored client of Pal­dor,” said Pru­el. “Do you have some­thing that could make

    me safe from bul­lets?”




    “No,” said Pru­el, for he knew the Pres­ident for Life would try it out on an­oth­er young

    boy.




    “I would test this won­der­ful de­vice but it might get lost in some­one else’s pock­et. Two

    mil­lion dol­lars is too much to en­trust to any­one but me, yes ?”




    By evening, Les Pru­el was on an Air Um­bas­sa jet. It was made by Mc­Don­nell Dou­glas,

    flown by French pi­lots, ser­viced by West Ger­man me­chan­ics. Um­bas­sa’s three fe­male

    col­lege grad­uates were the stew­ardess­es. Thy could read in­struc­tions with on­ly a lit­tle

    help.




    As part of Um­bas­sa’s drive for ed­uca­tion, they were all pro­nounced doc­tors and, af­ter

    they slept with the Pres­ident for Life, giv­en Ph.D. de­grees. Two of them could count to ten

    with their fists closed, al­though one did con­fess that when shewas go­ing as high as

    ten, it helped to vi­su­al­ize her fin­gers.




    Les Pru­el did not want cof­fee, tea, or milk. He didn’t want a drink.




    “Is there any­thing you do want?” asked the stew­ardess.




    “I want to like my­self again.” said Pru­el.




    And with wis­dom that was al­most shock­ing in its clar­ity, she said, “Then you must stop

    lik­ing some­one else bet­ter.”




    “You’re pret­ty smart,” said Les Pru­el. “You’re very smart.”




    “On­ly be­cause you do not know what I know. You seem smart to me be­cause you know things I

    do not know,” said the stew­ardess.




    Les Pru­el closed his eyes but had a dis­turb­ing dream. He was watch­ing a Punch and Judy

    pup­pet show. Punch grabbed a knife. Punch sud­den­ly lunged out at Les Pru­el but went right

    by him in­to a fire and was con­sumed. The hor­ror was that Punch had Pru­el’s face. He was the

    pup­pet and he was go­ing to try to kill but be killed in the pro­cess.




    Dur­ing a pre­vi­ous fit of de­pres­sion, he had seen an an­alyst and learned to work out

    dreams, which meant find­ing out what you were try­ing to tell your­self. But what was he

    telling him­self? Was he a pup­pet? He woke up scream­ing.




    “Mr. Pru­el. Mr. Pru­el.” It was the stew­ardess. She was calm­ing him. He said he had had a

    bad dream. She warned him that when one was high above the earth and trav­el­ing, one should

    take one’s dreams very se­ri­ous­ly.




    “You be­lieve strange things about dreams but we know they tell the fu­ture,” she said.

    “Espe­cial­ly when you dream on a high place. Be­ware.”




    “I’d be­ware, but there’s noth­ing to be­ware about,” he said, laugh­ing. And then he had a

    drink and felt good.




    He had enough to re­tire quite com­fort­ably, not lux­uri­ous­ly per­haps, but enough to

    feed him and his fam­ily and any work was bet­ter than watch­ing heads roll and sell­ing

    use­less items to il­lit­er­ate mur­der­ers.




    He didn’t wait for the jet lag to clear. His mind was clear enough with­out re­cov­er­ing

    from that men­tal and phys­ical mal­ady that af­flicts in­ter­na­tion­al trav­el­ers.




    It was noon in Wash­ing­ton when the plane land­ed and it was one o’clock when he walked up

    the ramp to Sylvester Mon­tro­fort’s of­fice. The of­fice had hy­drauli­cal­ly con­trolled

    lev­els to make the vis­itor sit at any lev­el Mr. Mon­tro­fort want­ed. It was not that Mr.

    Mon­tro­fort want­ed the vis­itor to sit be­neath him to ex­ert pow­er; it was that Mr.

    Mon­tro­fort want­ed the vis­itor to feel se­cure and su­pe­ri­or when look­ing down at

    Mon­tro­fort, if the sale proved too easy. Made a tough sell, Mr. Mon­tro­fort would some­times

    say. Some­times sell­ing was too easy for the sell­er, un­less he gave the sell­ee the

    edge.




    Un­shaven, strid­ing hard, jaw set, Les Pru­el marched in­to Mon­tro­fort’s of­fice.




    “Mr. Mon­tro­fort, I quit,” he boomed.




    The gnarled rat­like face and dark pow­er­ful eyes of Sylvester Mon­tro­fort were in­fused

    with a sud­den joy. He smiled the best smile mod­ern den­tistry could sell. He pressed a

    but­ton on his wheelchair.




    Les Pru­el watched the wheelchair and Mr.Mon­tro­fort sink be­low him, as if the floor

    was built on quick­sand. When Mr. Mon­tro­fort’s hair­less head was lev­el with Pru­el’s knee,

    the floor stopped drop­ping.




    “Go to it, boy. I haven’t had a tough sell for a damned pine pick­et’s week.”




    “I don’t want to work here any­more, Mr. Mon­tro­fort.”




    “I got a ten-​year con­tract out there with my sec­re­tary and it’s go­ing to have your name

    on it by the time you leave this of­fice, Pru­el. I like the cut of your tim­bers, boy. Dammit,

    you think I’m go­ing to give up on some­one who can sell four hun­dred dol­lars’ worth of old

    tele­vi­sion and vic­tro­la parts for more than two mil­lion dol­lars? Boy, you’re not get­ting

    away from me. I love you. That’s L-​O-​V-​E. Love.”




    “I can spell, Mr. Mon­tro­fort. Q-​U-​I-​T. That’s quit.”




    “Well, some­thing is both­er­ing you and it shouldn’t. You’ve got the great­est job and the

    great­est com­pa­ny and the great­est fu­ture in the world. You’ll nev­er be hap­py any­where

    else so let’s you and me work this out to­geth­er. You’re more than an

    em­ploy­ee-​stock­hold­er with op­tion ben­efits. You’re the life of this com­pa­ny and when

    you stop breath­ing with us, we all die a lit­tle bit. So what’s the prob­lem?”




    “Ernie Wal­green. We lost him and we shouldn’t have. I’m so damned busy sell­ing that I’ve

    for­got­ten I was trained to pro­tect peo­ple. I used to be proud of that. I was proud of what

    I did. I’m not proud any­more, Mr. Mon­tro­fort.” Les Pru­el felt good say­ing that. He looked

    at his hands. He felt the re­lief of tears come up­on him. “When I earned what I would hard­ly

    even countnow, when I worked to pro­tect the Pres­ident, when I couldn’t af­ford to take

    my fam­ily to a restau­rant, I was still proud. I was proud of my job. Even when we lost

    Kennedy, I felt bad, but I was proud be­cause we had done the best we could. Mr. Mon­trof ort,

    I’m not proud any­more.”




    The bald head came up above the floor lev­el, the dark fiery eyes next, the nose that looked

    as if it had been put on in pale cracked pieces, and the mouth with the per­fect set of teeth,

    like a mouth trans­plant­ed from a twen­ty-​year-​old tooth­paste mod­el. The tor­tured humped

    shoul­ders rose above Pru­el’s knee­line. The wheels of Mr. Mon­tro­fort’s chair ap­peared.

    Then his face was lev­el with Pru­el’s and Mon­tro­fort was not smil­ing.




    It was then that Les Pru­el re­al­ized he had nev­er be­fore dealt with Sylvester

    Mon­tro­fort when the man wasn’t smil­ing or har­rumph­ing or old-​boy­ing him­self in­to a

    sale.




    “I’ve nev­er been proud, Pru­el,” said Mon­tro­fort. A large drop of sweat quiv­ered over

    his ear­lobe and then de­scend­ed like a vis­cos­ity con­ven­tion all vot­ing

    si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly that it was too hard to stay on the side of this man’s face any­more.

    Pru­el watched it go.




    This was the first time Sylvester Mon­tro­fort wasn’t sell­ing him some­thing. With great

    ef­fort, Mon­tro­fort lift­ed a quart bot­tle of dark liquor out of his low­er desk draw­er. He

    lift­ed out two glass­es in one hand and poured two big drinks.




    It was not an of­fered drink, it was an or­dered drink.




    “Okay, you’re through. Drink that. You got some lis­ten­ing to do.”




    “I know you’ve had prob­lems, Mr. Mon­tro­fort.”




    “Prob­lems, Pru­el? No. More like cru­ci­fix­ions.




    You ev­er see that ex­tra big smile when some­one meets you for the first time and you know

    it’s a be-​nice-​to-​the-​gnome kind of grin. He’s smil­ing be­cause he’s re­al­ly re­pulsed by

    you. And wom­en? What do you think I have to do to have nor­mal re­la­tions with a wom­an? I am

    not just your av­er­age per­son like any­one else who hap­pens to have a hand­icap. That I am

    gnarled and can­not walk is the most im­por­tant thing about me. Crip­pled dwarf. That’s what I

    am. Don’t tell me I’m a hand­icapped per­son. I am not a per­son. I am a crip­pled dwarf and a

    hor­ror to you peo­ple. You’re a per­son. I’m a mu­tant. If the prop­er se­lec­tion pro­cess

    had worked, I would not have been able to re­pro­duce. You see, that’s how species sur­vive.

    Mu­tants, in­fe­ri­or weak­lings like me, do not re­pro­duce.”




    “But you’re not in­fe­ri­or. Not in your mind or your will,” said Pru­el. Mr. Mon­tro­fort

    looked hunched over his frail body, as if shel­ter­ing a painful stom­ach. He nod­ded for

    Pru­el to drink.




    The liquor tast­ed very sweet, like syrup. Yet it had a sharp­ness to it, as if some­one had

    in­fused a tangy cit­rus in it, an al­most over­hwelm­ing grape-​fruiti­ness. It over­flowed

    him with good feel­ing. He want­ed more. He fin­ished his glass and then sur­pris­ing­ly he had

    Mon­tro­fort’s glass in his hand and was sip­ping that.




    “Pru­el, I am a freak. I have a bet­ter mind than yours and a stronger will than yours but I

    am not you. I am bet­ter than you. I am worse than you. And most of all, I am oth­er than you.

    You’ve lived a lit­tle too well for an ex-​cop. That’s all you Se­cret Ser­vice men are.

    Ex-​cops.”




    “Yes. Ex-​cop,” said Pru­el.




    “I nev­er told you what it was like, Pru­el, to be acrip­pled dwarf and watch all the

    bo­somy ladies go by. I didn’t have even one leg, but I had a dou­ble dose of lust. And so what

    does a man do when he is re­pul­sive to wom­en ? How does he slake that great thirst? He

    be­comes the best sales­man you’ve ev­er seen.”




    “Yes, the best,” said Pru­el. He fin­ished the won­der­ful glass of liq­uid and got up and

    snatched the bot­tle from Mon­tro­fort. It was his bot­tle. It was good. The world was

    good.




    “You loved Ernest Wal­green,” said Mon­tro­fort.




    “Loved,” said Pru­el. He drank from the bot­tle. The bot­tle was good. Good was the

    bot­tle.




    “You will kill his killers.”




    “Kill his killers,” said Pru­el. He was go­ing to do that.




    “You are an aveng­ing an­gel.”




    “An­gel. Aveng­ing.”




    “You will put bul­lets in­to two men. One is white and one is Ko­re­an. You will be shown

    where they are. Here are pic­tures. They are with a blond wom­an with ex­cru­ci­at­ing­ly

    lov­able breasts, with mounds of lus­cious glo­ry pre­ced­ing her like trum­pets be­fore the

    Lord.”




    “Kill,” said Pru­el, and the grape­fruity taste filled his body. He had just gone through

    the very good feel­ings of nice boozy com­fort and now he was clear about things. He knew who

    had killed Ernest Wal­green. Good old Ernie whom he loved. The two guys in the pic­ture Mr.

    Mon­tro­fort had just shown him.




    He had felt bad be­cause he had not killed the two in re­venge. If he were to kill them, all

    would be right again. He was above feel­ing good. Feel­ing good was for peo­ple who did not

    knowthe one good and great thing that would set ev­ery­thing right. The thing that had to

    be done. The one pur­pose for which a man lived. He knew what it was. His pur­pose was to kill.

    Those two men. Who were with a wom­an with big boobs.




    Les Pru­el hadn’t felt right since Wal­green’s death. The sticky itch of Um­bas­sa was still

    with him, the feel of clothes left on your body too many days with­out air cleans­ing the

    pores.




    It didn’t mat­ter. When he first tast­ed the drink, there was the warm good­ness of a nice

    boozy mel­low glow that filled him. But as he pro­gressed, he rose above the need for feel­ing

    good. Feel­ing good was a crutch. Not to have to feel good was even bet­ter.




    Was that Mr. Mon­tro­fort say­ing good­bye? It had to be. He was out­side now and the sun

    was hot and the streets of Wash­ing­ton were hot and he felt he was go­ing to vom­it up all the

    grape­fruit that had ev­er been grown. He felt lumps grow in his body. He saw the sun. It

    buzzed around his head and he smelt­ed grape­fruit or­chards all around and his head hit

    some­thing very hard. Crack.




    Hands, soft hands pressed soft things to his head and he felt tremen­dous pain. But the pain

    did not mat­ter.




    He wished he had felt that way back in train­ing. The laps they had to run while train­ing

    for the Se­cret Ser­vice. He hadn’t thought he was go­ing to make it.




    A very loud shot rang out near his ear. The sun dis­ap­pear­ing. Some­one was rub­bing cold

    things on his head. He was thirsty. They gave him wa­ter. He want­ed grape­fruit. They didn’t

    have grape­fruit, but af­ter he right­ed the wrongsagainst Ernie Wal­green, there would

    be that grape­fruit drink.




    “Shoot the kid,” said a voice.




    “Right,” said Pru­el. Where was his gun, he asked. You couldn’t shoot with­out a gun.




    “We will give you a gun that nev­er miss­es,” said the voice.




    A wom­an screamed. Why did she scream?




    “That man killed a child. He shot a child.”




    She point­ed at him.




    “Kill the wom­an,” came the voice.




    There. Now she wasn’t scream­ing any­more. And this was right be­cause ev­ery­one was right

    in front of the new J. Edgar Hoover build­ing and there were the two men who killed Ernie

    Wal­green. The Amer­ican with the high cheek­bones and the dark eyes and the Ori­en­tal in the

    ki­mono.




    He heard the voice again and now he knew the voice was not out­side his head, but in­side.

    He would lis­ten to the voice and he would do what it said and make ev­ery­thing right and have

    peace and won­der for all time.




    “Kill the Ko­re­an,” said the voice.




    The Ko­re­an fell with a fluff of the ki­mono.




    “Kill the white,” came the voice.




    And the white man fell, spin­ning help­less­ly in his black tee shirt.




    “Good,” said the voice. “Now kill your­self.”




    And then Les Pru­el saw that in­deed he had a gun. It was a ri­fle and had a bar­rel and way

    down the bar­rel was his hand squeez­ing the trig­ger.




    But what about the grape­fruit?




    And what about the big-​boo­bied blonde scream­ing her head off?




    What about the nice crip­pled Mr. Mon­tro­fort and his sex­ual prob­lems ?




    And Ernie Wal­green? Good old Ernie Wal­green? What about him?




    “Pull the trig­ger,” came the voice.




    “Oh, yes. Sor­ry,” said Les Pru­el.




    The .30 cal­iber slug came up in­to his cheek­bone like a truck go­ing through a

    wa­ter­mel­on. The bone splat­tered, the eth­moidal si­nus rup­tured in­to the ol­fac­to­ry

    bulb, which meant Les Pru­el could no longer smell any­thing, and the cop­per-​point­ed slug

    did a wing-​ding puree of the cere­brum tak­ing the top of his head off like an eggshell

    sur­ren­der­ing to com­pressed air. Pow.




    The brain stopped work­ing at the be­gin­ning of the thought over whether he was go­ing to

    see the flash of the pow­der down there at the oth­er end of the bar­rel. He found out just

    be­fore his brain was about to re­al­ize it. The an­swer was yes.




    There were no more ques­tions.




    And no more need for the ol­fac­to­ry bulb.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN




    Re­mo felt the skull frag­ment un­der­neath his fin-​ger­pads. Blood came heavy down the

    fore­head and as he wiped it off, he felt the fa­mil­iar warm wet­ness. He had been too slow.

    And now he had paid for it. Much too slow.




    He let the 30-30 ri­fle drop to the pave­ment in dis­gust. He had reached the man just as he

    had pulled the trig­ger and was too late. The man had blown his own head off. He had been the

    pipe that Re­mo might have trav­eled through to get to the source. But now the man was dead and

    Re­mo had noth­ing.




    “That was fast,” gasped Miss Vi­ola Poombs.




    “Slow,” said Chi­un. “He let that man kill him­self. You can­not af­ford that. We need­ed

    that man and we lost him.”




    “But he was shoot­ing at ev­ery­body,” said Vi­ola.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “He was shoot­ing at me. And at Re­mo.”




    “But he hit that poor, poor wom­an. He killed that child.”




    “When one us­es a ma­chine for the first time, one tests it.”




    “You mean he killed two peo­ple just to see if his gun worked ? Oh, my god,” cried

    Vi­ola.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “He was the ma­chine. When you write your po­em of the as­sas­sins, be

    sure to men­tion that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, fore­most among as­sas­sins, de­cried the

    am­ateur at work. And he showed how cru­el it was to use one. In­no­cents are killed when fools

    have weapons. The gun should nev­er have been in­vent­ed. We have al­ways said that.”




    “What do you mean, he was the ma­chine?”




    “It was in his eyes,” Chi­un said. “Writ­ten there for all to see.”




    “How could you even see his eyes?” said Vi­ola, still grab­bing des­per­ate­ly to re­gain

    some form of pre-​shock think­ing. “I mean, how could you see it? There were shots and peo­ple

    get­ting killed and it was aw­ful. How could you see his eyes ?”




    “When you, beau­ti­ful la­dy, walk in­to a room of oth­er wom­en, you can tell who wears

    what paint up­on their face while to me it is a con­fu­sion of love­li­ness. But you know

    be­cause you have seen be­fore and have been trained to see. In such a man­ner are Re­mo and I

    trained to see. Death is not a con­fus­ing thing but a fa­mil­iar thing. You might want to

    men­tion al­so when you write your sto­ry that not on­ly is Sinan­ju ef­fec­tive but we have

    the most pleas­ant as­sas­sins that one can ev­er meet. If you don’t count Re­mo.” And Chi­un

    fold­ed his long fin­ger­nails and del­icate hands back in­to his ki­mono on that pleas­ant

    spring af­ter­noon in front of the new mas­sive FBI build­ing.




    In­side, fed­er­al agents were phon­ing their per­son­al lawyers to see if they were

    al­lowed to make an ar­rest con­cern­ing the killings be­low sincetech­ni­cal­ly the

    side­walk might be city prop­er­ty, not fed­er­al prop­er­ty, and some lo­cal pros­ecu­tor

    might want to make a name for him­self by pros­ecut­ing an­oth­er fed­er­al ser­vant.

    In­creas­ing­ly in Amer­ica, no­body ev­er got pros­ecut­ed for let­ting a crim­inal es­cape.

    The peo­ple were get­ting what they had been as­sured were civ­il lib­er­ties that would ush­er

    in a new gold­en age of love. Shootouts in what used to be their cities, while law­men

    fear­ful­ly looked over their shoul­ders.




    When the shots had first rung out, win­dow shades were hasti­ly drawn in the FBI

    build­ing.




    Vi­ola Poombs looked to the build­ing and no one came out. And then she saw some­thing that

    made her retch.




    Re­mo was drink­ing blood.




    “What is wrong?” asked Chi­un.




    “He’s drink­ing that man’s blood,” she said.




    “No. He is touch­ing his fin­ger to it and smelling it. Blood is the win­dow of health. In

    it you can smell, and there­fore see, what­ev­er is wrong with a per­son. Al­though he did not

    have to do that. Be­cause in its gra­cious wis­dom, Sinan­ju al­ready knows the ac­tions were

    those of a drugged man. He prob­ably, be­fore he killed him­self, thought he had killed

    us.”




    “You can read minds too?”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “It is re­al­ly sim­ple if you have seen it be­fore. If you throw a

    peb­ble and hit a gong, and throw an­oth­er peb­ble and hit a a gong, and throw an­oth­er

    peb­ble and missed a gong, what would you do?”




    “I’d throw an­oth­er peb­ble at the gong I missed.”




    “Cor­rect. And when the dead man shot at me ” and missed, he did not shoot again at me, but

    shotat Re­mo, and when he missed, he did not shoot again at Re­mo, but at him­self, to

    elim­inate the link to those who used him. But he did not fire at us again be­cause he thought

    he had hit us. When one hires Sinan­ju, you may write, what may seem ex­pen­sive is re­al­ly

    econ­omy. For how ex­pen­sive is a failed as­sas­si­na­tion? We will show you for your

    book.”




    “Aren’t as­sas­sins sup­posed to be se­cret?”




    “Am­ateurs need se­cre­cy be­cause they are refuse. The world suf­fers be­cause of am­ateur

    mur­ders who pre­tend to be as­sas­sins. Look at your two west­ern wars, the first start­ed by

    an am­ateur at Sara­je­vo, and the first lead­ing to the sec­ond which will lead to the

    third.”




    “You mean the world wars?”




    “Ko­rea was not in them,” said Chi­un and this meant that since the most im­por­tant

    coun­try was not in­volved, he didn’t care what Eu­ro­peans and Japanese and Amer­icans did to

    them­selves. One had to have per­spec­tive. What those wars had done was to loose thou­sands of

    lu­natics with weapons of vast de­struc­tive­ness up­on each oth­er, in­stead of the neat,

    health­ful, and use­ful, clean as­sas­si­na­tion that is done, buried and out of the way, with

    the body politic all the bet­ter off for the cleans­ing of nui­sances.




    Vi­ola Poombs looked back to­ward Re­mo and saw the three bod­ies and the child so help­less

    and she be­came dizzy un­til the long fin­ger­nails of Chi­un worked the nerves in her spine

    and she saw sun­light and the peo­ple clear­ly again. The Ori­en­tal had cleared away her

    fear-​caused dizzi­ness with a brief mas­sage.




    “We talk about see­ing,” said Chi­un. “Now what is mov­ing dif­fer­ent­ly ground

    here?”Vi­ola looked around. Peo­ple were scream­ing. One had passed out in front of a

    small hy­drant. A large crowd was form­ing. A car near­by slow­ly pulled out in­to the street,

    quite even­ly and quite smooth­ly.




    “I know this sounds crazy but that car is dif­fer­ent.”




    “Ex­act­ly,” said Chi­un. “It does not re­spond to the hys­te­ria around. You might point

    out in your book that an am­ateur as­sas­sin does not no­tice these things. Cheap help nev­er

    no­tices these things. I know you are a crafts­man and should not be told how to do your work

    but in your book you might want to de­scribe this as ‘The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju cast his

    glo­ri­ous gaze up­on the sea of milling whites, scur­ry­ing help­less in their con­fu­sion.

    “Lo,” he cried. “Fear not for Sinan­ju is among you.”‘ You can use your own words, of course,”

    Chi­un said help­ful­ly.




    Vi­ola saw Re­mo take off af­ter the car she had no­ticed. He didn’t run like oth­er men she

    had seen. Oth­ers pumped their legs. They strained and jammed. This was more of a float.




    She did not see his lean fig­ure start. Eather she knew he was run­ning af­ter he had be­gun

    to move. At first she thought he was go­ing very quick­ly for some­one who was run­ning so

    slow­ly and then she re­al­ized that he wasn’t run­ning slow­ly at all. There was just such an

    econ­omy of mo­tion, it ap­peared slow.




    Re­mo met the car like some­one be­com­ing glued to the side of it and then pop, bang, and

    out came a door and one man went crash­ing in­to a fire hy­drant. The hy­drant didn’t move. The

    man moved a lit­tle. He let the blood flow out of the big hole in his chest that had met the

    hy­drant. It had appeared as if he were shot out of the car by hy­draulic com­pres­sion.




    “Wow,” said Vi­ola.




    The car stopped. A thick-​wrist­ed hand beck­oned to Vi­ola and Chi­un.




    “Wow what?” asked Chi­un. “Why are you ex­cit­ed?”




    “It looked like he was shot out of that Buick Elec­tra.”




    “What is a Buick Elec­tric?”




    “Elec­tra. That car your friend just threw that guy out of.”




    “Oh,” said Chi­un. “Come. Let us go. He beck­ons.”




    “How did he do that?” asked Vi­ola.




    “He put out his hand and waved for us to come. It is a sig­nal we use. Any­one can do it.

    Just wave your hand,” said Chi­un.




    “No. Throw that guy out of the car so hard. How did he do that?”




    “He threw,” said Chi­un, try­ing to pin­point her won­der. When one prop­er­ly did what one

    was taught and it was cor­rect for the sit­ua­tion, one could hit al­most any ob­ject with a

    per­son. Per­haps she was amazed that Re­mo had hit the Amer­ican street wa­ter de­vice so

    ac­cu­rate­ly. “If the car is mov­ing, you have to lead the tar­get so that you will hit it and

    not miss,” Chi­un said.




    “No. The force of it. How’d he do that?”




    “By lis­ten­ing to the wis­dom of the House of Sinan­ju,” said Chi­un, who was still not

    al­to­geth­er sure what Miss Poombs meant. Of­ten peo­ple who lacked con­trol of their bod­ies

    and their breath­ing were amazed by the sim­plest thing the hu­man body could do when it did

    things prop­er­ly.




    Chi­un guid­ed Vi­ola in­to the rear seat. A man with his hand on a .45 cal­iber re­volver

    sat in the far cor­ner of the rear seat. The gun lay on his lap. He had a small smile on his

    face. Very small. It was the sort of smile one gives when one re­al­izes he has done some­thing

    very stupid. In the case of the man with the .45 on his lap, the stupid thing was try­ing to

    fire the gun at the man with thick wrists who had in­vad­ed the car.




    His life had end­ed mid-​at­tempt. There was a small con­cav­ity above his left ear, just

    enough to com­press the tem­po­ral lobe back in­to the hy-​potha­la­mus and op­tic chi­as­ma.

    Those were parts of the brain. The mes­sage the brain got when the tem­ple stopped cav­ing in

    was “All over. Stop work, fel­las.” It had been a very fast mes­sage. The heart had giv­en two

    re­flex­ive pumps, but ‘ since the vi­tal or­gan of the brain had stopped, it stopped too.




    The kid­neys and liv­er, not get­ting blood from the heart to make them func­tion, were

    prepar­ing to shut down al­so. This gen­er­al strike of the body was known as death.




    “It’s all right, Miss Poombs,” said Chi­un. “He won’t both­er you.”




    “He’s dead,” said Vi­ola.




    Re­mo, sit­ting with his arms over the front seat, next to a driv­er who was ex­er­cis­ing

    an over­whelm­ing call to be in­cred­ibly co­op­er­ative with the man who had emp­tied the car

    of all oth­er liv­ing things, took of­fense at Miss Poombs’ tone.




    “He’s not dead. He will live in the hearts of those who make stupid moves for­ev­er.”




    “What did he do that you killed him?” asked Miss Poombs. That man with the gun was

    dead.To­tal­ly dead. For­ev­er, un­change­ably dead, and what did he do, oth­er than be

    in a car that drove away from a killing scene at a con­trolled, smooth pace?




    “Do?” asked Re­mo. “He did what will get you killed al­most al­ways, sweet­ie. He didn’t

    think. His sec­ond biggest crime was not mov­ing quick­ly enough with that gun. Stupid and slow

    are the two crimes in this world that are al­ways pun­ished.”




    Chi­un pressed a re­as­sur­ing hand on Vi­ola Poombs’ trem­bling arm.




    “Miss Poombs, that man died be­cause he of­fend­ed our hon­or,” said Chi­un. He watched her

    face. It still looked as if some­one had jammed two elec­trodes in­to her ears. She was

    ter­ri­fied. She inched away from the body in the cor­ner and her neck was very stiff as though

    if she did not keep it that way, she might look to her left where that was. Where it was. That

    thing. And Vi­ola didn’t want to look to her right ei­ther, be­cause that was where the

    Ori­en­tal was who thought there was noth­ing wrong with any of this.




    “Miss Poombs, he of­fend­ed your hon­or vi­olent­ly. He has been killed in hon­or of the

    great artist who will write the sto­ry of Sinan­ju.”




    ”I want to get out of here,” cried Vi­ola. “I want to go back to Poop­sie. To hell with

    mon­ey for books on as­sas­sins.”




    “We killed him be­cause he had bad thoughts in his head about the way the world should be

    run,” said Chi­un, try­ing some­thing he thought would ap­peal to the white mind.




    “Vi­ola,” said Re­mo cold­ly, “shut up. He’s dead be­cause he tried to kill me. This car was

    the con­nec­tion to that man who killed the wom­an andchild. Those deaths were or­dered

    from this car. So were our deaths. They made a mis­take. They weren’t suc­cess­ful. They died

    be­cause they failed to kill us. That’s why they’re dead.”




    “I like pol­itics bet­ter. No­body ev­er got hurt by tak­ing off their clothes for an

    Amer­ican con­gress­man.”




    “Vi­ola,” said Re­mo, “you’re in this thing. When it’s over, you can leave.”




    Chi­un tried to calm Miss Poombs but when the body fell for­ward, she buried her head in her

    hands and sobbed.




    Re­mo talked to the driv­er. There were a few friend­ly ques­tions. They were an­swered with

    great sin­cer­ity. And with no in­for­ma­tion. The driv­er had been hired that af­ter­noon from

    Megargel’s Rent-​A-​Car. And he was scared. Shit­less. As he proved.


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT




    The first three times the Pres­ident had sat in the White House, with tele­vi­sion cam­eras

    peer­ing in, to take tele­phone calls from the Amer­ican pub­lic, the rat­ings had been pret­ty

    good. But the fourth and fifth times had been dis­as­ters. They had been out­drawn in New York

    by a re­run of The Monte-​fuseos and in Las Ve­gas by the 914th show­ing of-​Howard Hugh­es’

    fa­vorite movie.




    A net­work ex­ec­utive ex­plained it to a pres­iden­tial aide. “Face up to it. In view­er

    in­ter­est, this phone bit ranks some­where be­tween watch­ing grass grow and watch­ing paint

    dry. Say about equal to watch­ing wa­ter evap­orate. So we’re not go­ing to tele­vise any more

    of these things. Sor­ry you feel that way, old bud­dy. So’s yours.”




    The pres­iden­tial aide ex­plained this to the Pres­ident. “Jus” don’t seem like no point in

    goin’ on with it,” he said.




    “We’ll do it,” the Pres­ident had said, with­out look­ing up from the foot-​high stack of

    pa­pers on his desk. Bu­reau­crats al­ways seemed to com­plain about the mas­sive amounts of

    pa­per­work con­nect­ed with their jobs. But pa­per­work was in­for­ma­tion, and in­for­ma­tion

    sus­tained the pres­iden­cy.




    The coun­try could sur­vive a wrong, even a stupid, de­ci­sion; it was hard­er to sur­vive

    an ig­no­rant, un­in­formed de­ci­sion, be­cause the lat­ter all too of­ten be­came

    ad­min­is­tra­tion pol­icy. This was the first Pres­ident who loved pa­per­work, be­cause he

    was the first since Thomas Jef­fer­son to un­der­stand the sci­en­tif­ic method and the need

    for da­ta,




    “But sir?”




    The Pres­ident care­ful­ly put his yel­low Num­ber Two Ex­cel­lent Pen­cil in­to a sil­ver

    cup on his desk and looked at his aide.




    “First, I take these phone calls to stay in touch with Amer­ica, not for TV cov­er­age. If I

    want the tele­vi­sion peo­ple to get in­ter­est­ed in me, all I’ve got to do is put on a tu­tu

    and prac­tice bal­let danc­ing on the west lawn. Just tape the pro­gram and maybe some­day

    we’ll find some use for it.” He looked at the aide with a blank ex­pres­sion that did not

    con­tain a ques­tion, a re­quest for con­fir­ma­tion, but on­ly a de­mand for si­lence.




    The aide nod­ded and smiled. “Good pol­itics, sir.”




    The Pres­ident picked up his pen­cil again and be­gan to jot num­bers in­to the mar­gin of a

    re­port on over­seas food dis­tri­bu­tion. “Good gov­ern­ment,” he said.




    The aide looked crest­fall­en and cha­grined as he walked to the door. He heard the

    Pres­ident’s voice and turned.




    “And good pol­itics,” the Pres­ident added with a large warm smile. Af­ter the aide left,

    the Pres­ident al­lowed him­self a sigh. The tough­est part of any lead­er’s job was al­ways

    the per­son­al re­la­tion­ships. Even men who had been with him for years still took

    dis­agree­ment for dis­ap­proval, still felt that if the Pres­ident did not do whatthey

    thought he should do, it some­how made’ them less wor­thy.




    He thought that if he didn’t have to spend so much time and en­er­gy stroking his staff,

    stroking the Congress, even stroking his own fam­ily, why . . . why he could read even more

    pa­pers. He smiled grim­ly and went back to his work.




    So it was that four nights lat­er, he sat at a desk in an­oth­er part of the build­ing,

    punch­ing but­tons in the base of a tele­phone and talk­ing to Amer­icans who had called the

    White House to talk to their lead­er and had sur­vived the screen­ing of three sep­arate White

    House staffers.




    “A Mis­ter Man­dell, sir. One Two. With a ques­tion on en­er­gy.”




    The Pres­ident punched the sec­ond but­ton on the base of the tele­phone.




    “Hel­lo, Mis­ter Man­dell. This is the Pres­ident. You want­ed to talk about en­er­gy?”




    “Yes. You’re go­ing to run out of it.”




    “Well, yes, sir, we all face that dan­ger un­less we re­duce our …”




    “No, Mr. Pres­ident. Not we, you. You’re go­ing to run out of en­er­gy. On Sat­ur­day.”




    The death threat, if that’s what it was, made him think. There was some­thing in the voice

    that said this was no crank. The voice lacked zeal­ous in­ten­si­ty, the high pitch that hate

    callers al­ways had. This voice was mat­ter of fact, la­con­ic. It sound­ed like a con­trol

    tow­er op­er­ator or a po­lice ra­dio car dis­patch­er.




    The Pres­ident made a note. “Forty­ish. Touch of twang. Maybe Vir­ginia.”




    “What do you mean, sir?”




    “Re­mem­ber Sun Val­ley, Utah? Your turn comes Sat­ur­day. You’re go­ing to die and I’m

    going to tell you where. On the steps of the Capi­tol. I warned you this would hap­pen if you

    didn’t pay.”




    The Pres­ident waved his hand to one of his staffers to get off their own calls and pick

    this one up. He hoped they had enough cross-​check­ing pro­ce­dures on calls to trace where

    this call had come from.




    “What do you mean, sir, by Sun Val­ley?” the Pres­ident said.




    “You know very well what I mean. That man thought he was pro­tect­ed too, and we killed him

    just to show he wasn’t. We thought the les­son wouldn’t be lost on you. But in­stead you

    brought in ex­tra per­son­nel. They can’t help you, though. You’re go­ing to die.”




    “Sup­pose we of­fer to pay what you want?” the Pres­ident asked. He caught the eye of his

    aide who was al­ready talk­ing in­to an­oth­er tele­phone, putting the fed­er­al crime

    fight­ing ap­pa­ra­tus in mo­tion to go wher­ev­er that phone call was be­ing made from and to

    col­lect the tele­phone caller.




    “It’s too late for that now, Mr. Pres­ident,” the phone caller said. “You’re go­ing to die.

    And I won’t be at this lo­ca­tion long enough for your peo­ple to get to me, so don’t waste

    your time or mine. You might how­ev­er leave a note for your suc­ces­sor. Tell him we do not

    like be­ing ig­nored and when we call him-​next Sun­day af­ter he’s Pres­ident-​he had bet­ter

    not turn us down. Good­bye, Mr. Pres­ident. Un­til Sat­ur­day.”




    The tele­phone clicked dead in the Pres­ident’s ear.




    He re­placed the tele­phone on the re­ceiv­er and stood up be­hind his desk. He wore a light

    bluecardi­gan sweater with the sleeves pushed up past his am­ple farmer’s wrists.




    “I don’t feel like tak­ing any more of these calls,” he said. The men near him moved

    for­ward. His clos­est aide was still lean­ing over his own tele­phone, his back to the

    Pres­ident, talk­ing.




    The aide put the tele­phone down an­gri­ly and turned back to the Pres­ident. He shook his

    head ‘no.’




    “Keep on it,” the Pres­ident said.




    Be­fore leav­ing the room, he whis­pered in­to the aide’s ear. “Noth­ing to the press.

    Noth­ing at all. Not un­til I get a chance to think this through.”




    “Yes sir. Are you feel­in’ all right?”




    “I’m fine. I’m fine. I’ve got to go up­stairs now. I’ve got my own phone call to make.”




    Sylvester Mon­tro­fort hunched for­ward in the wheelchair be­hind his desk, os­ten­si­bly

    lis­ten­ing to Re­mo, but his eyes locked, as if by radar, on a point mid­way be­tween the two

    fore­most promon­to­ries of the Vi­ola Poombs’ anato­my.




    He had start­ed the meet­ing with the three strangers by sit­ting dead lev­el with their

    eyes. But the over­hang of the desk re­strict­ed his view of Vi­ola’s bo­som and bel­ly and

    legs and sur­rep­ti­tious­ly, inch by inch, he had raised his chair, un­til now he tow­ered a

    foot over the rest of them, star­ing down at Vi­ola.




    She was busy tak­ing notes. Like most peo­ple to whom writ­ing is not a nat­ural func­tion,

    she ac­com­plished it in bursts of en­thu­si­asm, by fits and starts, and each start set off

    tiny move­ments in her chest, and gave Mon­tro­fort fits.




    “This Pru­el was one of yours,” Re­mo said. “So what hap­pened to him?”




    “I don’t know,” said Mon­tro­fort, with­out chang­ing the di­rec­tion of his glance. “He had

    just come back from a mis­sion in Africa. He was dis­traught, don’t you know. Like a wood­chuck

    who goes back to his hole and finds it filled with snakes. He want­ed to re­sign. He said he

    had enough years of killing and wor­ry­ing about killing.”




    “What did he have to do with killing?”




    “Slow down,” Vi­ola said to Re­mo. She lift­ed her head to look to­ward him. “You’re go­ing

    too fast.” Her breasts rose. Mon­tro­fort agreed. “Yes. Slow down. I’ve got plen­ty of

    time.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “What. Did. He. Have. To. Do. With. Killing? Got that?”




    “Al­most,” said Vi­ola.




    “He was in the busi­ness of se­cu­ri­ty. We pro­vide se­cu­ri­ty for peo­ple,” Mon­tro­fort

    said. “Heads of state, wealthy men, men that some­body is al­ways out there, plan­ning to pick

    off like a year-​old scab.”




    “Now you’re go­ing too fast,” Vi­ola said.




    “Sor­ry, my dear.” He paused to let her catch up, and wait­ed till her eyes lift­ed and met

    his with a slight nod. “Al­so, Pru­el had been in the Se­cret Ser­vice for many years deal­ing

    with pres­iden­tial se­cu­ri­ty. All our peo­ple have. That puts a lot of pres­sures on them. I

    guess the pres­sure fi­nal­ly got to him. You know how it is.”




    “He knows how it is,” said Chi­un. “He re­acts very bad­ly to pres­sure him­self.”




    Re­mo looked dis­gust­ed. “And these two men in the car? They worked for you, too.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, they were on my pay­roll but they worked for Pru­el. They were part of his

    per­son­al staff. This here has got me as con­fused as a fly ina cup of soup. I don’t

    know why Pru­el might have been try­ing to kill you. What rea­son? I don’t know. And these

    oth­er two, they must have been try­ing to help him. Don’t ask me why. Maybe they just didn’t

    like your looks. Maybe you fright­ened them, old bud­dy.”




    “High­ly un­like­ly,” said Chi­un. “Look at him. Who could be fright­ened of that?”




    “Hush,” said Re­mo.




    “Slow­er,” said Vi­ola. “I on­ly got up to ‘un­like­ly.’ “




    “I have it all in here,” Mon­tro­fort said. He opened his desk draw­er and brought out a

    small tape recorder. “When we’re all done, why don’t you stay and you can tran­scribe from the

    tape.”




    “Couldn’t you just give me the tape?” she said.




    “I’m sor­ry, dear. I can’t do that. Com­pa­ny pol­icy. But I’d be glad to help you copy it

    down if you wished.”




    “Well, maybe…”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “That’s go­ing to be good for you. And Chi­un and I have oth­er things

    to do.”




    “If you think it’s all right,” Vi­ola said.




    “Noth­ing could be righter,” Re­mo said.




    At the door­way, Re­mo stopped and turned to Mon­tro­fort who had re­turned his wheelchair

    to floor lev­el and was mov­ing around the side of the desk to­ward Vi­ola.




    “One thing, Mr. Mon­tro­fort. Did you know Ernest Wal­green ?”




    “One of our clients. An­oth­er ex-​Se­cret Ser­vice man. We lost him. First client we ev­er

    lost.” While he spoke he was star­ing at Vi­ola’s breasts and mov­ing in­ex­orably near­er and

    near­er to them. Sud­den­ly he looked up at Re­mo. “Wal­greenwas Pru­el’s case, too. Do

    you think all of this is tied up some­how?”




    “Nev­er can tell,” Re­mo said.




    Out­side the forty-​sto­ry glass-​sid­ed of­fice build­ing, Chi­un said, “He lusts, that

    one.”




    “I feel kind of sor­ry for him,” Re­mo said.




    “You would.”


  




  

    CHAPTER NINE




    “The Pres­ident has been warned that he will be killed on Sat­ur­day.” Smith’s voice had

    sound­ed as if he were the tele­phone com­pa­ny’s tape-​record­ed weath­er re­port, mi­nus the

    fire and pas­sion that pre­cip­ita­tion prob­abil­ities car­ried with them.




    “Where?” asked Re­mo.




    “Out­side the Capi­tol. He is sup­posed to ad­dress some ral­ly of the young Stu­dents

    Unit­ed against Op­pres­sion Over­seas.”




    “Sim­ple,” said Re­mo. “Tell him to stay home.”




    “I al­ready have. He re­fus­es. He in­sists up­on go­ing to that ral­ly.”




    “Screw him then,” Re­mo said. “He’s not as-​smart as I thought he was.”




    “I’d rather try to pro­tect him,” Smith said. “You don’t have any­thing?”




    “Don’t have any­thing? I’ve got ev­ery­thing. I’ve got too much and none of it goes

    any­where.”




    “Try it on me,” Smith said. “Maybe the two of us might see some­thing you over­looked by

    your­self.”




    “You’re wel­come to it,” said Re­mo. “First, Wal­green. Af­ter Kennedy was killed, the

    Se­cret Ser­vice start­ed pay­ing off some­body whothreat­ened to kill the next

    Pres­ident. Wal­green was out of the ser­vice then but they re­cruit­ed him to act as the bag

    man. So far, so good. Now this Pres­ident, he won’t pay. So our friend­ly lit­tle as­sas­sin

    kills off Wal­green. Very well, too. He put him in a safe hole and then he blew him away. You

    stay­ing with me ?”




    “I’m with you,” said Smith.




    “Pay at­ten­tion. I’m go­ing to ask ques­tions lat­er,” Re­mo said. “Now Wal­green tried to

    get pro­tec­tion. He went to a se­cu­ri­ty agen­cy called Pal­dor’s. It’s filled with old

    Se­cret Ser­vice hands. They couldn’t pro­tect him. Now this Pal­dor’s. Yes­ter­day, three of

    its guys tried to kill me.”




    “And me, too,” said Chi­un from across the room. “Do I count for noth­ing around here?”




    “And Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “Now I would have said those guys who tried to kill me were the

    ones threat­en­ing the Pres­ident, but-​when’d you say the threat to him came ?”




    “I didn’t say, but it was last night.”




    “Okay. It came af­ter these three were dead. So they didn’t have any­thing to do with it.

    And I don’t know who does. Can’t we just buy the bas­tards off?”




    “The Pres­ident asked about that,” Smith said. “They said no.”




    “Then they’re not in it just for the mon­ey. They’ve got some­thing else in mind,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Right. It would seem so.”




    “Or maybe they’re just loonies, and they’re not play­ing with a full deck any­more,” Re­mo

    sug­gest­ed.




    “That could be too.”




    “Who threat­ened the Pres­ident?” Re­mo asked.




    “A tele­phone call. Mid-​south­ern voice. For­ties. They traced the call to a run­down

    apart­ment in the east side of the city. Rent was paid three months in ad­vance in cash.

    No­body ev­er saw or re­mem­bers the ten­ant. The phone had been hooked up for two months but

    this was the first call ap­par­ent­ly that had been made any­where. They’re try­ing to find

    some­body, ei­ther in the build­ing or the phone com­pa­ny or some­where, who might have seen

    the ten­ant, but no luck yet. And they’ve looked for prints, but they haven’t found any.”




    “Tues­day, huh?”




    “Yes. Two days to work.”




    “That’s plen­ty of time,” Re­mo said.




    “You think you have an idea,” said Smith.




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




    Af­ter he had hung up, Re­mo told Chi­un about the threat to the Pres­ident.




    “It is clear then what we must do,” Chi­un said.




    “What’s that?”




    “We must tell this Vi­ola Poombs that the Pres­ident has re­ject­ed our ad­vice so she can

    be sure to put it in her book. And then we must leave the coun­try. No one can blame us for

    what will hap­pen if we are not here and any­way he did not take our ad­vice.”




    “Frankly, Chi­un, I’d hoped we could find some­thing bet­ter than just pro­tect­ing our own

    rep­uta­tions. Maybe like sav­ing the Pres­ident’s life.”




    “If you in­sist up­on triv­ial­iz­ing ev­ery­thing, go ahead,” Chi­un said. “But im­por­tant

    is im­por­tant. The rep­uta­tion of the House of Sinan­ju must be pro­tect­ed.”




    “Well, it doesn’t mat­ter,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got a plan.”




    “Is this as good as your plan once to go look for Smith in Pitts­burgh be­cause you knew he

    was in Cincin­nati or some name like that?”




    “Even bet­ter than that one,” Re­mo said.




    “I can’t wait to hear this won­der­ful plan.”




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




    “Why not?” asked Chi­un.




    “You’ll laugh.”




    “How quick­ly you be­come wise.”




    When he was giv­en the mon­ey, Os­good Harley had been giv­en spe­cif­ic in­struc­tions. He

    was to go to 200 dif­fer­ent stores. He was to buy 200 Ko­dak In­sta­mat­ics and 400 pack­ages

    of flashcubes. One cam­era and two packs of cubes in each store. The or­ders had been pre­cise

    and spe­cif­ic and he had been warned about de­vi­at­ing from them.




    But 200 stores? Re­al­ly.




    He had bought four­teen of them at four­teen dif­fer­ent stores and care­ful­ly stashed them

    in his fourth-​floor walkup apart­ment on North K Street. But at the Whe­lan’s drug­store on

    the cor­ner near his apart­ment, he got to think­ing. Who would know? Or care?




    “I’d like a dozen In­sta­mat­ic cam­eras,” he told the clerk.




    “I beg your par­don.”




    “A dozen. Twelve. I’d like twelve In­sta­mat­ic cam­eras,” Harley said. He was” five feet,

    eight inch­es tall with thin stringy hair that wasn’t blond enough to look any­thing but dirty.

    The clerk no­ticed this as he looked up at the slack-​jawed young man who was wear­ing four

    but­tons.




    One protest­ed racism, po­lice bru­tal­ity, pover­ty; while three en­dorsed Amer­ican

    In­di­ans, the Irish Re­pub­li­can Army, and re­open­ing of trade mar­kets with Cu­ba.




    “Twelve cam­eras. That’s very ex­pen­sive. Think­ing of start­ing your own store?” the

    mid­dle-​aged clerk said with what he pre­sumed to be a smile.




    “I’ve got the mon­ey, don’t wor­ry about it,” Harley said, peel­ing a roll of fifties from

    the front pock­et of his white-​streaked bleached jeans.




    “I’m sure of that, sir,” said the clerk. “Which mod­el would you like?”




    “Far­rah Fawcett-​Ma­jors.”




    “I beg your par­don.”




    “The mod­el I’d like. Far­rah Fawcett-​Ma­jors.”




    “Oh, yes. Sure. Wouldn’t we all?”




    “The cheap­est one,” Harley said.




    “Yes sir.” The clerk turned the key lock­ing the reg­is­ter and went in­to the back

    stock­room and brought down from a mid­dle shelf a dozen In­sta­mat­ics. None of his busi­ness,

    but who would buy a dozen In­sta­mat­ics at once? Maybe the young man was a schoolteach­er, and

    this was for a new class in pho­tog­ra­phy start­ing up some­where.




    The bill with tax came to al­most two hun­dred dol­lars. Harley start­ed count­ing out

    fifties.




    “Oh, shit. Flashcubes. I need two dozen packs of flashcubes,” he said.




    “Got ‘em right here.” The clerk tossed them in­to a bag. “And how about film, sir?”




    “Film?” asked Harley.




    “Yes. For the cam­eras.”




    “No. I don’t need no film.”




    The clerk shrugged. The man might be crazybut the fifty-​dol­lar bills guar­an­teed

    enough san­ity to do busi­ness with him.




    He took five fifties from Harley and made change.




    “Could I have your name, sir?”




    “What for?”




    “We of­ten have spe­cials here in the cam­era de­part­ment. I can put you on our mail­ing

    list.”




    Harley thought a mo­ment. “No. I don’t want to leave my name.”




    “As you wish.”




    Harley walked out whistling with two large bags in his hands. The clerk watched him leave,

    notic­ing the slight­ly bowed legs, the run-​down Hush Pup­pies, and prac­ticed his pow­ers of

    ob­ser­va­tion by re­mem­ber­ing the four po­lit­ical but­tons Os­good Harley wore on his

    short-​sleeved plaid shirt.




    A piece of cake, Harley thought. And he could save him­self a lot of mon­ey in cab fares by

    buy­ing in bulk. He won­dered if there was a place near­by, a Ko­dak dis­tri­bu­tion cen­ter,

    where he could pick up the re­main­ing 174 cam­eras he need­ed. Maybe he could have them

    de­liv­ered. Who would know? Or care?




    Sylvester Mon­tro­fort was locked in his of­fice, talk­ing in­to the tape recorder

    se­cret­ed in the top right-​hand draw­er of his desk.




    “Of course, by now that id­iot is buy­ing cam­eras in bulk. His is not the gen­er­ation that

    can ei­ther fol­low in­struc­tions or do things the care­ful, cor­rect way. Hav­ing him bun­gle

    will just make it that much eas­ier for him to be picked up when the cor­rect time comes. The

    fool.”




    Mon­tro­fort want­ed to laugh but couldn’t. Hetried to pic­ture Os­good Harley in his

    mind’s eye but all he could see was the formidable bat­tle­ments of Vi­ola Poombs, who was

    com­ing to din­ner that night at his apart­ment.


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN




    “Hel­lo, young fel­low.”




    “How are you, Mr. Pres­ident?” The speak­er of the House of Rep­re­sen­ta­tives was al­most

    twen­ty years old­er than the Pres­ident and had been fight­ing in po­lit­ical wars when the

    Pres­ident was still in high school. But he ac­cept­ed the warmth of the Pres­ident’s greet­ing

    with the eter­nal op­ti­mism of the pro­fes­sion­al po­lit­ican, try­ing to con­vince him­self

    that it was not just de rigueur warmth but an ev­idence of some deep-​felt ad­mi­ra­tion,

    af­fec­tion, and trust. This was made more dif­fi­cult by the fact that he knew in his heart

    that this Pres­ident, like all the oth­ers, would peel off his skin and tan it for huaraches if

    that was de­mand­ed by ei­ther the na­tion­al in­ter­est or the pres­iden­tial whim.




    “We’ve got to have lunch,” the Pres­ident said.




    “My place or yours?” asked the speak­er.




    “I know I’m new around here but that’s the first time I’ve ev­er been mis­tak­en for a

    noon­er,” the Pres­ident said light­ly. “Bet­ter make it mine. The last time I ate over at the

    Capi­tol, there were roach­es in the build­ing. I can’t stand roach­es.”




    “That was a long time ago, Mr. Pres­ident. We haven’t had roach­es in two years.”




    “I’ll take your word for it, young­ster, but let’s eat over here.”




    “What time, sir?”




    “Make it one o’clock.” The Pres­ident paused. “And don’t go telling any of those damned

    Boston Irish politi­cians where you’ll be. We got us some heavy talk­ing to do.”




    The speak­er of the House lis­tened through the soup and nod­ded through the sal­ad but

    be­fore the fried liv­er with ba­con and onions ar­rived, he said, “You can’t do it. That’s all

    there god­dam is to it, you can’t do it.”




    The Pres­ident raised a cau­tion­ary fin­ger to his lips and the two men wait­ed in awk­ward

    si­lence for the wait­er to bring in their lun­cheon plates and clear away the soup and sal­ad

    bowls.




    When the pri­vate White House din­ing room was again emp­ty but for them, the Pres­ident

    said, “I’ve thought this through. I can’t not do it.”




    “You’re my Pres­ident, god­dam it. You can’t go jeop­ar­diz­ing your life this way.”




    “Maybe. But I’m al­so the Pres­ident of this coun­try and if the Pres­ident is go­ing to be

    held hostage by the whims of some, I don’t know what he is, lu­natic, then this coun­try

    bet­ter know about it, be­cause it can’t be gov­erned any more and maybe we ought to find that

    out right away. I’m not go­ing to spend four years hid­ing in here, skulk­ing around, duck­ing

    un­der win­dowsills ev­ery time I walk past glass.”




    “That’s a nar­row view, sir,” the speak­er said hot­ly. “I’ve had one Pres­ident shot out

    from under me and I’ve had an­oth­er one blown away by his own stu­pid­ity. I’d rather have the

    Pres­ident hid­ing and the pres­iden­cy en­dure than have a brave Pres­ident shot down. And on

    the Capi­tol steps? You can’t do it. Case closed. Ro­ma lo­cu­ta est.”




    “I al­ways knew you yan­kees were gonna throw that damned Catholic al­tar boy stuff at me

    some day,” the Pres­ident said, his am­ple lips try­ing to smile. “Think about this, though. If

    I hide, who says the pres­iden­cy en­dures? It’s been hang­ing on by a thread since 1963. One

    Pres­ident shot and an­oth­er one forced to hide in the White House and an­oth­er one think­ing

    he was Louis the Four­teenth. So what’ve we got? A pres­iden­cy that’s a prison and a

    Pres­ident who’s a pris­on­er. Four years of my hid­ing and there won’t be any pres­iden­cy.

    The lead­er of this peck­er­head­ed coun­try may be a damned street mob, for all we know. I’m

    go­ing and that’s that.” He hur­ried on quick­ly to si­lence any in­ter­rup­tion. “Now the

    rea­son I called you here was this. I’m go­ing to make sure the Vice Pres­ident is at his desk

    on Sat­ur­day and doesn’t leave this build­ing for any­thing. And I don’t want you on the

    Capi­tol steps with me. Or any­body else if you can swing it. You keep your guys in­side.”




    “They’re go­ing to bitch that you’re just try­ing to keep them off tele­vi­sion. An­oth­er

    dirty po­lit­ical plot.”




    “Good. Let them bitch. Let them bitch like a con­sti­pat­ed hound dog. And with luck they’ll

    still be bitchin’ at the end of the day, be­cause ev­ery­thing’s been a piece of cake, and

    maybe we can ex­plain it to them.”




    “And if we can’t … if …” The Speak­er of the House could not bring him­self to speak the

    word “as­sas­si­na­tion.”




    “If we can’t, we’ll know that we tried to do the right thing. Trust me. This is right.”




    Af­ter a long wait, the Speak­er nod­ded glum­ly and be­gan to toy with his liv­er. Maybe it

    was right. He had to trust and at least, he wasn’t be­ing asked to trust a Pres­ident who

    thought he had to be a pub­lic ma­cho sym­bol to the west­ern world. This Pres­ident’s

    judg­ment would be cool and un­emo­tion­al. But the Speak­er still did not like the idea of a

    Pres­ident walk­ing in­to an as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempt, per­haps with­out any sol­id way of

    de­fend­ing him­self. He looked across the ta­ble at the man who sat in the na­tion’s high­est

    of­fice. His face was wrin­kled with the twist­ing gouge of the du­ties he han­dled ev­ery day;

    his skin was leathered like a man who had known what it was to make his liv­ing out of the

    in­hos­pitable ground soil, whose own roots in Amer­ica went back to the days when to sur­vive

    meant to fight be­cause it was a hos­tile land, and on­ly the strong had en­dured. He looked at

    the Pres­ident.




    And he trust­ed him.




    Re­mo didn’t.




    He moved through the dark­ened White House cor­ri­dors like a silent wisp of smoke through a

    cigarette hold­er.




    Se­cret Ser­vice men stood at ev­ery stair­way and sat out of sight in al­coves at the

    in­ter­sec­tion of each cor­ri­dor in the liv­ing quar­ters of the Pres­ident on the

    build­ing’s third floor. They were apalace guard, the first palace guard in his­to­ry to

    ask ques­tions first and to shoot lat­er, Re­mo thought. But why not? Amer­ica was a first in

    his­to­ry too. The build­ing he was in was an ex­am­ple of En­glish Pal­la­di­an

    ar­chi­tec­ture, de­signed by an Irish­man, for the Amer­ican chief of state. It was the sto­ry

    of the Unit­ed States. It had been built by the best from ev­ery­where and so, of all the

    na­tions in the world, it worked best. Not be­cause its sys­tem was nec­es­sar­ily best, but

    be­cause its peo­ple were the best to be found. That was why, no mat­ter what Amer­ica and its

    lead­ers tried to do, they could not ex­port the Amer­ican demo­crat­ic sys­tem. It was a

    sys­tem de­signed by the best of the world, for the best of the world, and to ex­pect cat­tle

    to un­der­stand it, much less em­ulate it, was ask­ing too much of cat­tle.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed Amer­ica had a much bet­ter, sim­pler pol­icy for its re­la­tion­ships with

    the rest of the world.




    “Screw ‘em all and keep your pow­der dry,” he mum­bled.




    Re­mo re­al­ized he had spo­ken aloud when a voice an­swered from be­hind him: “My pow­der’s

    very dry. Don’t test it.”




    He turned around slow­ly to con­front a Se­cret Ser­vice agent. The man wore a gray suit

    with a tie­less shirt. He had a .45 cal­iber au­to­mat­ic aimed at Re­mo’s bel­ly, held tight

    to his hip in safe po­si­tion, where no sud­den move of hand or foot could reach it be­fore the

    weapon could be fired.




    “Who are you? What are you do­ing here?”




    Re­mo re­al­ized the man was new to the White House de­tail. Good pro­ce­dure didn’t call

    for onthe-​spot in­ter­ro­ga­tions. It called for the in­trud­er to be re­moved from the

    dan­ger­ous area, and then ques­tioned at length some­where else.




    “I’m look­ing for the Rose Guest Room,” Re­mo said.




    “Why?”




    “I’m sleep­ing over tonight and I went to the bath­room but I got lost try­ing to get back.

    I’m the Dali Lama.”




    There was just a mo­ment’s hes­ita­tion, just a split sec­ond of con­fu­sion on the face of

    the agent, and Re­mo moved slow­ly to his right, then dart­ed in quick­ly to his left. The

    au­to­mat­ic was out of the agent’s hand, and Re­mo’s right thumb and in­dex fin­ger were

    along­side the large carotid artery in the man’s neck, squeez­ing just hard enough to cut off

    blood flow and sound. The man col­lapsed and Re­mo caught him in his arms, and car­ried him

    over to put him on the chair, un­der­neath a large oval gilt mir­ror.




    He put the man’s au­to­mat­ic back in his shoul­der hol­ster. He had no more than five

    min­utes and he would have to move quick­ly now.




    He found the room he want­ed and did what he had to do quick­ly, and then was back out in

    the cor­ri­dor mov­ing in the shad­ows to the Pres­ident’s bed­room. His thin body flowed

    through the cor­ri­dors, drift­ing in and out of shad­ows, his body rhythms not those of a man

    walk­ing or run­ning, but ran­dom­ly smooth, like the pas­sage of air, and no more seen or

    no­ticed than the move­ment of air molecules.




    Then Re­mo was in the pres­iden­tial bed­room. The First La­dy lay on her side, both hands

    un­der the pil­low, snor­ing light­ly. She wore a rhinestoned mask over her eyes to keep out

    the light from her hus­band’s late-​night in-​bed read­ing. The Pres­ident slept on his back,

    his hands fold­ed over his bare chest, his body cov­ered on­ly by a sheet.




    The Pres­ident’s hands moved up when he felt some­thing drop light­ly on his chest.

    Mil­itary ser­vice had giv­en him the light sleep­ing habit, and he woke quick­ly, moved his

    hands and felt the ob­ject. He tried to de­ter­mine what it was in the dark but couldn’t. He

    reached for the light, but his hand was stopped by an­oth­er hand be­fore it could reach the

    switch.




    “Those are the braces out of your daugh­ter’s mouth,” Re­mo’s voice said. “As easy as that

    was, that’s how easy you go on Sat­ur­day.”




    The Pres­ident’s voice was close enough to be­ing cool for Re­mo to be im­pressed.




    “You’re that Re­mo, aren’t you?” the Pres­ident said in a hushed whis­per.




    “Yeah. One and the same. Come to tell you that you’re stay­ing home Sat­ur­day.”




    “You haven’t found out any­thing yet?” the Pres­ident said.




    “Just enough to con­vince me you’re a damned fool if you think you’re go­ing to some

    open-​air ral­ly to stroke a lot of tee­ny-​bop­pers when some­one wants to put you down.”




    “That’s where we dif­fer, Re­mo. I’m go­ing.”




    “You’ll be a brave corpse,” said Re­mo. “We warned you be­fore. You’re dead meat. You’re

    still dead meat.”




    “That’s an opin­ion,” the Pres­ident said. He low­ered his voice as his wife’s steady

    reg­ulat­ed snor­ing stopped for a sec­ond, then re­sumed.




    “I can’t stay hid­den in this build­ing for four years.”




    “Not for four years. Just Sat­ur­day.”




    “Sure. Just Sat­ur­day. Then Sun­day. Then all of next week . . . next month . . . next year

    . . . for­ev­er. I’m go­ing.” The pres­iden­tial voice was soft, but it had a stub­born

    in­ten­si­ty to it that made Re­mo feel like sigh­ing.




    “I could keep you here,” Re­mo said.




    “How?”




    “I could break your leg.”




    “I’d go on crutch­es.”




    “I could do some­thing to your voice box and make you silent for the next nine­ty-​six

    hours.”




    “I’d go any­way and watch some­body else read my speech.”




    “You’re the stub­bornest damned crack­er I ev­er met,” Re­mo said.




    “Are you fin­ished threat­en­ing me?”




    “I guess so. Un­less I can think of some­thing else to do to you.”




    “All right. I’m go­ing. That’s that. If you can’t do any­thing about it, for­get it. I’ll

    take my chances.”




    “Aaah, you politi­cians make me sick.” Re­mo was mov­ing through the black­ness of the room

    to­ward the door.




    The Pres­ident’s voice fol­lowed him.




    “I’m not re­al­ly wor­ried, Re­mo,” he said.




    “That proves one of two things. You’re brave or stupid.”




    “No. Just con­fi­dent.”




    “What have you got to be con­fi­dent about?” Re­mo said, as he paused with his hand on the

    door­knob.




    “You,” the Pres­ident said. “You’ll work some­thing out. I trust you.”




    “Crap. I don’t need that,” Re­mo said. “Don’t lose those braces. Den­tists aren’t cheap for

    kids with dead fa­thers.”


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    Ac­tu­al­ly, crip­ples didn’t turn her on, but Vi­ola Poombs was will­ing to sac­ri­fice

    her­self for her art.




    So she dressed in a light blue wool sweater she had bought ex­press­ly be­cause it would

    shrink to non-




    ​fit, and a tight white linen skirt that squeezed her but­tocks like a pair of lov­ing

    hands.




    She had no in­ten­tion of tak­ing the clothes off, not that night, not for Sylvester

    Mon­tro­fort. Look­ies, but no feel­ies. Maybe even a brush-​touch­ie, but def­inite­ly no

    feel­ies.




    She was ad­mit­ted to Mon­tro­fort’s pent­house apart­ment by a but­ler in a swal­low­tail

    coat, who took her light white shawl and man­aged to re-​strict his ex­pres­sion of dis­taste

    at her cloth­ing to a quar­ter-​inch lift of on­ly one eye­brow.




    When he led her in­to the din­ing room, Mon­tro­fort was al­ready sit­ting in his wheelchair

    at the far side of an oak ta­ble, laden with shim­mer­ing crys­tal glass­es and pol­ished

    din­ner­ware and gold­en ver­meil.




    “Miss Poombs, sir,” the but­ler an­nounced as he es­cort­ed Vi­ola in­to the high-​ceilinged

    room, illu­mi­nat­ed on­ly by re­al can­dles in re­al can­dela-​bras placed about the room.




    When Mon­tro­fort saw her, his eyes widened. He rolled his wheelchair back out from be­tween

    the legs of the small din­ing ta­ble and like a de­ment­ed crab rolled around the ta­ble

    to­ward her at high speed. The but­ler was al­ready pulling her chair away from the ta­ble.

    Mon­tro­fort slapped the man’s wrist light­ly.




    ‘Til do that,” he said.




    Vi­ola stood along­side the chair as Mon­tro­fort pulled it away from the ta­ble. She moved

    over to sit down, but as she did, the right rear leg of the chair caught in the spokes of the

    right wheel of Mon­tro­fort’s wheelchair. Vi­ola sat down, but caught on­ly the edge of the

    chair, threat­en­ing to tip it for­ward.




    She reached down to pull the chair un­der her­self. The chair wouldn’t move. She gave it a

    yank. The yank pulled the chair for­ward. It al­so pulled for­ward Mon­tro­fort’s wheelchair

    be­cause the brakes were off. The back of her chair pushed for­ward by the free-​rolling

    Mon­tro­fort smashed against her back­side with enough force to slam her face for­ward on­to

    the ta­ble. Her head hit the din­ner plate. Two crys­tal glass­es fell over and shat­tered.




    The wind was knocked from Vi­ola’s lungs as the edge of the ta­ble dug deep in­to her

    bel­ly. She lay with her head on the plate, gasp­ing for air.




    “How nice to see you, my dear,” said Mon­tro­fort. He was still strug­gling

    sur­rep­ti­tious­ly to free Vi­ola’s chair leg from his wheel.




    He fi­nal­ly wrenched it loose with a gi­ant tug of his mus­cu­lar arms. Just at that

    mo­ment, Vi­ola caught her breath and straight­ened up. The backof the chair thrust

    ceil­ing­ward missed rap­ping Vi­ola at the base of the skull by on­ly a frac­tion of an

    inch.




    Vi­ola was stand­ing now and Mon­tro­fort held her chair in his hands at eye lev­el.




    “Shit,” he hissed un­der his breath. “Shall we try again, my dear?” he asked in a nor­mal

    voice.




    He rolled him­self back a foot, placed Vi­ola’s chair on the floor, all four legs plant­ed

    solid­ly, and mo­tioned for Vi­ola to sit down. Two feet from the ta­ble.




    “Com­fort­able, child?” Mon­tro­fort asked.




    “Yes. Very,” said Vi­ola, She stood up and leaned over to get a glass of wa­ter from the

    ta­ble, then sat back down on the chair. Mon­tro­fort stared at her but­tocks as she moved. The

    but­ler hov­ered near­by, un­cer­tain whether to come for­ward to help or not. He now moved

    in­to po­si­tion to re­move the shat­tered Wa­ter­ford crys­tal from the ta­ble.




    “Not now, Ray­mond,” Mon­tro­fort said. “Just bring the wine.”




    Mon­tro­fort left Vi­ola sit­ting in her chair, two feet from the ta­ble, and wheeled

    him­self around to its oth­er side.




    He took up his din­ing po­si­tion fac­ing Vi­ola, who still sat two feet from the ta­ble.

    Mon­tro­fort wore a pow­der blue foulard scarf around the open neck of his mid­night blue

    vel­vet smok­ing jack­et. He touched it and smiled. “We’re col­or co­or­di­nat­ed,” he

    said.




    Vi­ola looked blank. “My tie and your sweater,” he said. “Col­or co­or­di­nat­ed.”




    “You’ll have to talk loud­er,” Vi­ola said. “I’m so far away I can’t hear you.”




    Mon­tro­fort let out an an­imal growl. Hereached both arms un­der the full ta­ble and

    lift­ed it six inch­es off the ground, then hunched his body for­ward to start his wheelchair

    rolling. It stopped with the edge of the ta­ble four inch­es from Vi­ola’s love­ly bel­ly and

    he care­ful­ly set the ta­ble down on the floor. And on Vi­ola’s right foot. She screamed and

    pulled her foot out from un­der the ta­ble leg.




    “Are you all right?” Mon­tro­fort asked.




    “I’m fine. I’m fine,” she said with a smile. “It’s re­al­ly a nice ta­ble. I’m glad to be

    sit­ting here.”




    Mon­tro­fort wheeled him­self in­to po­si­tion at his end of the ta­ble, put his el­bows on

    the ta­ble, his face in his hands, and smiled his rich broad smile at the wom­an. “I’m re­al­ly

    pleased that you could come,” he said.




    He stared at her bo­som. Vi­ola no­ticed the stare and took her hands from the ta­ble in

    front of her, so her chest could be stared at with noth­ing in the way to im­pede the stare.

    She pressed her shoul­ders against the back of the chair, imag­in­ing that she was try­ing to

    make her shoul­der-​blades touch.




    Mon­tro­fort’s eyes widened. “Where is that but­ler with that wine?” he growled.




    Vi­ola im­itat­ed a yawn and stretched her arms over her head. Her breasts rose un­der the

    thin blue sweater. The itchy fab­ric felt good against her bare skin.




    Mon­tro­fort’s eyes did not leave her. His mouth was work­ing again, but noth­ing came

    out.




    “You look love­ly tonight, my dear. Es­pe­cial­ly love­ly.”




    “Do you know any­thing about resid­uals on a TV adap­ta­tion of a book?” Vi­ola asked.




    Ray­mond re­turned with a bot­tle of wine, thefirst step in Mon­tro­fort’s el­egant

    and pure se­duc­tion plan. He was go­ing to pour as much wine in Vi­ola Poombs as it took to

    get her load­ed, and then he was go­ing to screw her eyes out.




    “I’ll ring when I want you again, Ray­mond,” Mon­tro­fort said. He lift­ed the glass that

    Ray­mond had filled and held it up to­ward the can­dlelit chan­de­lier over the ta­ble.




    “A Vou­vray petil­lant,” he ex­plained. “Very rare. Very exquisite. Like you. Shall I make

    the toast?”




    Vi­ola shrugged. She had al­ready drunk half her glass of wine. She low­ered it. “No, I’ll

    make the toast.”




    She poured more of the $31-a-​bot­tle wine in­to her gob­let. Some spilled out on­to the

    ta­ble. She hoist­ed the glass over her head. “To mon­ey,” she said. “To us,” Mon­tro­fort

    cor­rect­ed bland­ly. “To mon­ey and us,” said Vi­ola, then drained the glass of wine in one

    crazed gulp. “Pour me some more of that, will you?”




    “Cer­tain­ly, my dear. I did not ful­ly share in your toast to mon­ey be­cause I have all

    the mon­ey I shall ev­er need.”




    Vi­ola’s eyes rose from the ta­ble to meet Mon­tro­fort’s. All the mon­ey he want­ed. “All

    the mon­ey you want?” she said.




    “AH and more,” said Mon­tro­fort, hand­ing her back her wine glass, filled again.




    He smiled at her. He re­al­ly did have a nice smile, Vi­ola thought. Nice teeth. He

    prob­ably had had a good den­tist. A good team of den­tists work­ing on his mouth. When one had

    all the mon­ey he could want, all and more, well, he could af­ford any kind of teeth he

    want­ed. It was good forcrip­pled dwarfs to have good teeth. Peo­ple who liked teeth

    might be at­tract­ed to them. Vi­ola, now, had al­ways had a warm spot in her heart for peo­ple

    with good teeth.




    “I love your good teeth,” she said, swill­ing and spilling.




    “Thank you, my dear. All my own. Nev­er a cav­ity in my life.”




    Maybe he was cheap. If he had all the mon­ey he ev­er want­ed, all and more, why didn’t he

    spend some mon­ey on his teeth ?




    “Why not?” Vi­ola asked. She pushed for­ward the wine glass for a re­fill.




    “Why not what?”




    “Why didn’t you spend some­thing on them?”




    Mon­tro­fort tried to chuck­le ca­su­al­ly. Maybe she was crazy. “Your job with the Congress

    must be very in­ter­est­ing,” he said. He hand­ed her glass for­ward.




    “How much did this wine cost?” asked Vi­ola.




    “Who cares about mon­ey?” said Mon­tro­fort. “What­ev­er it cost, it was a small price to

    bring you plea­sure. Who thinks about mon­ey?”




    “Peo­ple who are too cheap to have their teeth fixed right,” yelled Vi­ola. She slammed her

    Wa­ter­ford gob­let on the ta­ble for em­pha­sis. The stem snapped smart­ly, an inch up from

    the base. She held the rest of the wine­glass as if it were a dix­ie cup, her hand around the

    fat bowl, and slurped down her wine. When she was done, she threw the gob­let to­ward the

    fire­place. She missed.




    “We were talk­ing about your job with the Congress,” Mon­tro­fort said. He looked around for

    an­oth­er glass for Vi­ola, but three had al­ready been bro­ken. The on­ly one left was his. He

    filled it and hand­ed it over.




    “It’s a job,” Vi­ola said. “The mas­sage par­lor I worked in, now that was

    in­ter­est­ing.”




    “You worked in a mas­sage par­lor ? How droll.”




    “Yeah,” Vi­ola said, peek­ing out from around her up­lift­ed wine­glass. “Three years.

    That’s where I met… whoops, no names.”




    “I un­der­stand, dear. I cer­tain­ly do. From a mas­sage par­lor to Congress. How

    in­ter­est­ing.”




    “Yeah. The mon­ey was bet­ter in the mas­sage par­lor. Un­til now, any­way. With this book

    I’m gonna write. More of that wine, okay?”




    “Your book should be very in­ter­est­ing.” Mon­tro­fort up­end­ed the bot­tle over Vi­ola’s

    glass, fill­ing it halfway.




    Vi­ola took the glass. “Yeah. About ashash . . . as­sash … about killings and like

    that.”




    “Oh yes. As­sas­si­na­tions.”




    “You’re go­ing to help me, aren’t you?” Vi­ola asked.




    “Day and night. Week­days and week­ends. We can go vis­it the scenes of the great

    as­sas­si­na­tions of his­to­ry. Just you and me.”




    “Bet­ter bring some­body to wheel you around too. I don’t wheel any too good,” Vi­ola

    said.




    “Of course, my dear,” said Mon­trof ort.




    “I need you to help me with my book, ’cause I don’t write too good, and you talk like you

    could re­al­ly write and all, and be­sides you know about things.”




    “Not on­ly will I help you with the book, but when you make your mil­lion I’ll help you

    man­age your new-​found wealth, if you wish.”




    “You don’t have to do that,” Vi­ola said. “I work for Congress. I know all about Swish . . .

    Swish… Shwiss bank ac­counts.”




    “That’s like the kinder­garten, how­ev­er, ofmon­ey hid­ing. To re­al­ly elim­inate

    all chance of be­ing traced, you must wash your funds through Switzer­land and then through

    more ac­counts in oth­er friend­ly na­tions. African na­tions are par­tic­ular­ly good be­cause

    they make up their bank­ing reg­ula­tions to fit the cus­tomer and for five dol­lars you can

    buy all the trea­sury sec­re­taries on the con­ti­nent.”




    “Right. I see. We’ll wor­ry about that lat­er,” Vi­ola said.




    “Very wise. First the book, then the mon­ey,” said Mon­tro­fort. Vi­ola’s head was nod­ding.

    Her eye­lids drooped. It was the time to make his move.




    “Why don’t we go in­to my stu­dio to dis­cuss this fur­ther?” he said. “We can al­lo­cate

    re­spon­si­bil­ities that each of us should have to in­sure a good book.”




    “Right,” said Vi­ola. “Lead the way.” She yelled as if lead­ing a charge of the cav­al­ry.

    “Okay, ev­ery­body. Roll on out. You get it? Roll on out. Get it?”




    “Yes, my dear. Fol­low me.”




    Mon­tro­fort rolled back from the ta­ble and to­ward a side door lead­ing from the din­ing

    room. He opened the slid­ing door and turned to let Vi­ola through first. She was not with him.

    She was still at the ta­ble, her head on her plate, the plate par­tial­ly filled with wine from

    her over­turned gob­let, sleep­ing gen­tly.




    Mon­tro­fort rolled back to her side. She breathed deeply and steadi­ly.




    Cau­tious­ly he ex­tend­ed an in­dex fin­ger and touched one of Vi­ola’s breasts which hung

    threat­en­ing­ly over the floor.




    “Unnh, uhnnh,” Vi­ola mum­bled, her eyes still closed. “No feel­ies. Look­sies.”




    “Please,” said Mon­tro­fort to the sleep­ing wom­an.




    “On­ly brush-​touch­ies. No feel­ies. My lash word on the shub­ject. Now don’t get fresh and

    make me have to wheel you in­to the fire­place.”




    “No, my dear,” said Mon­tro­fort. He rolled to the din­ing room’s main door, opened it, and

    sum­moned Ray­mond with an im­pe­ri­al crook of his fin­ger.




    The but­ler stepped for­ward hur­ried­ly.




    “Get her out of here, Ray­mond,” Mon­tro­fort said.




    “Shall I call her a cab?”




    “No. Just put her on the curb,” Mon­tro­fort said. “I’m go­ing to bed.”




    A laugh­ing stock, was he? He would see who would be laugh­ing on Sat­ur­day. And he knew

    the an­swer.




    No one in the coun­try but him.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWELVE




    The sky’s black was di­lut­ing in­to a deep gray when Re­mo came back to the ho­tel room.

    Chi­un was sit­ting in the cor­ner of the room on a fiber mat, watch­ing the door.




    “How did your won­der­ful idea work?” he asked as Re­mo came in through the un­locked

    door.




    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Re­mo said.




    “The man is an id­iot.”




    “What­man?”




    “What man ? The man you were talk­ing to. The em­per­or with the fun­ny teeth.”




    “How did you know I went to see him?”




    “Do I know you, Re­mo? Af­ter all these years, don’t you think I know what fool­ish­ness

    will strike your fan­cy?”




    “He wouldn’t go along. He’s go­ing to ap­pear on Sat­ur­day.”




    “That’s why he is an id­iot. On­ly an id­iot goes blithe­ly rush­ing for­ward in­to dan­ger,

    whose di­men­sions he knows not. Re­al­ly, Re­mo, I don’t know how this coun­try has last­ed

    long enough to have a bice­nen­tal cel­ebra­tion.”




    “Bi­cen­ten­ni­al,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes. And be­ing run by id­iots all that time. Amer­icans al­ways act as if they are

    pro­tect­ed by God. They drive those aw­ful belch­ing ma­chines at each oth­er. They poi­son

    each oth­er with what they call food. There is a smoke­house in Sinan­ju where we smoke

    cod­fish, and it smells bet­ter than the air here. De­spite that, you have last­ed for a

    bice­nen­tal cel­ebra­tion. Maybe God does pro­tect you id­iots.”




    “Then maybe he’ll pro­tect the Pres­ident.”




    “I hope so. Al­though how God can tell one of you id­iots from an­oth­er is be­yond me.

    Since you all look alike.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, what the Pres­ident said was that he had to­tal faith in the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. That he knew he was in the finest, strongest hands in the world.”




    “Hands, no mat­ter how fine or strong, work on­ly if they have some­thing to clutch.”




    “He said he thought you would pro­tect him.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble.”




    “He said noth­ing could stop you,” Re­mo said.




    “Ex­cept that which we know noth­ing of.”




    “He said if he sur­vived this, he was go­ing to take a com­mer­cial on tele­vi­sion and tell

    ev­ery­body that the House of Sinan­ju was re­spon­si­ble for his pro­tec­tion.”




    Chi­un un­fold­ed his arms and let them drop to his sides. “He said that?”




    “That’s ex­act­ly what he said. I re­mem­ber his ex­act words. He said, ‘If I sur­vive this,

    I’m go­ing to go on tele­vi­sion and say that I owe it all to the bravest, most won­der­ful,

    awe-​in­spir­ing, mag­nif­icent




    “Enough. He was clear­ly talk­ing about me.”




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “At last, you’re go­ing to get all the cred­it you de­serve.”




    “I take it back. That man is not an id­iot. He is just ma­li­cious.”




    “He just has faith in you, is all,” Re­mo said.




    “As soon as I heard him talk fun­ny, I should have known. He can­not be trust­ed.”




    “Why are you all bent out of shape? ‘Over a com­pli­ment?”




    “Be­cause if this man of many teeth goes on tele­vi­sion and says that we are in

    charge…”




    “I’m glad it’s ‘we’ now,” said Re­mo.




    “When he says we are in charge of his pro­tec­tion and then if any­thing hap­pens to him,

    what then be­comes of the good name of Sinan­ju? Oh, the per­fidy of that man.”




    “I guess we’ll just have to save him,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded glum­ly. “He is from Geor­gia, isn’t he?”




    “That’s right.”




    “Stal­in was from Geor­gia.”




    “That’s a dif­fer­ent Geor­gia. That’s in Rus­sia,” Re­mo said.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter. All Geor­gians are alike, no mat­ter where they are from. Stal­in was

    worth­less too. Mil­lions dead and no work for us. I was nev­er so hap­py as when that man was

    killed by his own se­cret po­lice.”




    “Well, buck up. You’re work­ing for a Geor­gian this time, and you’ve got plen­ty of work.

    You’ve got to help me save the Pres­ident.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. The first rays of sun­light were en­ter­ing the room, and through the

    translu­cent pink cur­tain, the sun cut jagged lines of light across the an­gu­lar yel­low

    face.Chi­un looked to­ward the light, and with his back turned to Re­mo, said soft­ly, “A

    Hole.”




    “What?”




    “Do you re­mem­ber noth­ing? The Hole. They are go­ing to at­tack him and force him in­to

    The Hole for the re­al at­tack. We have to find out how.”




    “How do you know they’ll do that?”




    “Killers come and killers go, but all they have ev­er known or been or could hope to be, has

    come from the wis­dom of Sinan­ju. I know they will do that be­cause they seem to be less

    in­ept than the usu­al lev­el of mur­der­ers you have in this coun­try. There­fore they

    em­ulate Sinan­ju and that is the way I would do it.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “We’ll have to find The Hole.”




    Across the city, Sylvester Mon­tro­fort was wheel­ing his way down the hall­way to his

    pri­vate of­fice in Pal­dor Ser­vices Inc. He pressed a but­ton on the right arm of his

    wheelchair and the slid­ing door to his of­fice opened in front of him. There was al­ready a

    man in the of­fice. He was stand­ing at the floor-​to-​ceil­ing win­dows, look­ing out through

    the brown-​tint­ed glass at Wash­ing­ton, D.C., be­low. He was a tall man with hair so black it

    was al­most blue. He was over six feet tall, and his suit was broad at the shoul­der and nipped

    in at a nar­row waist, and tai­lored so well that it was ap­par­ent that the suit­mak­er knew

    his on­ly func­tion was to wrap some­thing well-​fit­ting around a work of art that na­ture had

    al­ready cre­at­ed.




    Mon­tro­fort hat­ed the man. He hat­ed him more when the man turned at the sound of the

    open­ingdoor, and smiled at Mon­tro­fort with just as many per­fect teeth as the dwarf

    had. The man had a healthy tanned face, mas­cu­line but not leath­ery. His eyes sparked with

    the kind of vi­tal­ity that in­formed the world he saw hu­mor and mirth where no one else

    could. His hands as he raised them to­ward Mon­tro­fort in a greet­ing were long and del­icate

    and man­icured, and had been known, up­on nec­es­sary oc­ca­sions, to drive an icepick through

    an en­emy’s tem­ple.




    Ben­son Dilkes was an as­sas­sin and his awe­some skills had helped make Pal­dor the

    suc­cess it was in the in­ter­na­tion­al world of pro­tec­tion for mon­ey. None of the Pal­dor

    sales­men ev­er knew it, but the rea­son they were re­ceived so warm­ly in the emerg­ing

    na­tions by the pres­idents-​for-​life and the em­per­ors-​for-​life and the

    rulers-​in­sur­mount­able-​for­ev­er was that Dilkes had been in the coun­tries on­ly days

    be­fore, mount­ing an as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempt that looked like the re­al thing, but miss­ing

    by a hair. He pre­pared the field from which Pal­dor’s sales­men har­vest­ed very rich

    con­tracts.




    And on those rare oc­ca­sions when a for­eign lead­er de­cid­ed he did not need

    pro­tec­tion, no mat­ter how close the re­cent as­sas­si­na­tion at­tempt had been, Dilkes

    usu­al­ly showed him he was wrong. And gen­er­al­ly, the ruler’s suc­ces­sor was smarter. And

    hired Pal­dor.




    “Sylvester, how are you ?” Dilkes said. He came for­ward to take Mon­tro­fort’s hands in

    his. His voice had a raspy Vir­ginia twang.




    Mon­tro­fort ig­nored him and wheeled be­hind his desk. “Just the same as I was the last

    time I saw you two days ago,” he said curt­ly.




    Dilkes smiled, his even white teeth a badge ofbeau­ty in his bronzed face. “Even two

    days with­out see­ing you seems like an eter­ni­ty.”




    “Can that bull­shit, me bucko. You know that Pru­el failed yes­ter­day?”




    “So I read in this morn­ing’s pa­pers. Un­for­tu­nate. I think, if you’ll re­mem­ber, I

    vol­un­teered to do the job for you my­self.”




    “And if you’ll re­mem­ber I told you that I want this to be ex­tra care­ful. I don’t want no

    shirt­tails hang­ing out at all. Your job is that dip­shit rev­olu­tion­ary, Harley. How is he

    do­ing?”




    Be­fore he an­swered, Dilkes came around and sprawled in one of the three chairs fac­ing

    Mon-​tro­fort’s desk.




    He bridged his fin­gers in front of his face. “Just as we ex­pect­ed,” he said. “He tired

    quick­ly of buy­ing the cam­eras in­di­vid­ual­ly and is now buy­ing them in bulk, show­ing off

    his rolls of cash, and gen­er­al­ly mak­ing him­self most mem­orable for the in­ves­ti­ga­tion

    that will even­tu­al­ly come.”




    Mon­tro­fort nod­ded, his eyes riv­et­ed to Dilkes’ face, curs­ing the man’s

    hand­some­ness.




    “I have to tell you, Sylvester, though. I still don’t know why you’re go­ing through with

    this. They of­fered to re­in­state the pay­ments.”




    “I’m go­ing through with it be­cause I’m tired of be­ing pushed around. I’m not a’ba­by

    car­riage.”




    “Who’s push­ing you around? Pay­ing trib­ute is hard­ly abu­sive be­hav­ior,” said

    Dilkes.




    “Look. They paid. Then they stopped pay­ing. If I let them get away with that, they’ll stop

    pay­ing some­time in the fu­ture again. They’ve got to know that we mean busi­ness, busi­ness,

    busi­ness. That’s it.”




    Dilkes shrugged and then nod­ded. Of course, it had noth­ing to do with mean­ing busi­ness.

    It hadto do with Sylvester Mon­tro­fort be­ing a dwarf crip­ple and fi­nal­ly de­cid­ing

    to prove that, no mat­ter what his body looked like, he was a man to reck­on with. Rea­son had

    as much chance of stop­ping him as ar­gu­ment had of re­vers­ing the tide.




    Dilkes pulled a hard plas­tic casi­no chip from his right jack­et pock­et and be­gan rolling

    it across the tops of his fin­gers. “Of course, by now the Pres­ident will have or­dered

    Congress to stay out of the way,” he said.




    “More like­ly, just the lead­ers. Now if they’re able to im­pose dis­ci­pline, we’ll have

    our con­gress­men just in­side the Capi­tol en­trance, wait­ing.” Mon­tro­fort smiled for the

    first time that day, and flut­tered his hands sky­ward in an im­ita­tion of a bird fly­ing

    away.




    “The surest trap is the one you set in the path of a man run­ning to avoid a trip,” Dilkes

    said.




    “More of your east­ern wis­dom?” Mon­tro­fort said. His voice sneered.




    “You should read more of it, Sylvester. You won’t find it in li­braries, but if you know

    where to look there is a body of lit­er­ature out there that tells all of us, in this strange

    busi­ness, all we ev­er need to know.”




    “I be­lieve in tech­nol­ogy, ba­by. Give me that ol-​ogy ev­ery time,” said Mon­tro­fort. He

    was feel­ing bet­ter now, and he raised the lev­el of the plat­form be­hind his desk so he was

    six inch­es high­er than Dilkes.




    “And I be­lieve in Sinan­ju,” Dilkes said.




    Mon­tro­fort re­mem­bered some­thing. He squint­ed at Dilkes.




    “What’d you say?”




    “I be­lieve in Sinan­ju.”




    “And what’s Sinan­ju?”




    “An an­cient or­der of as­sas­sins,” Dilkes said. “Cre­ators of the mar­tial arts.

    In­vis­ible in com­bat. Through the ages of his­to­ry, they have been in­volved in ev­ery

    court, in ev­ery palace, in ev­ery em­pire. There’s an old say­ing: ‘When the House of Sinan­ju

    is still, the world is in dan­ger. But when the House of Sinan­ju moves, the world con­tin­ues

    on­ly by suf­fer­ance.’”




    “These are Ko­re­ans, aren’t they?” asked Mon­tro­fort. He smiled slight­ly as he watched

    the cool, im­pec­ca­ble, un­flap­pable Dilkes con­tin­ue to roll the casi­no chip across the

    back of his fin­gers.




    “Were Ko­re­ans. The last any­one heard is that there is on­ly one Mas­ter left in the

    House. An aged, frail man who if he still lives must be re­tired. None know of him till this

    day. What’s wrong, Sylvester? You looked as if you’ve swal­lowed a frog.”




    “Not know of him may be ac­cu­rate,” said Mon­tro­fort slow­ly. “But not till this day.

    Bather, yes­ter­day. That Mas­ter’s name is Chi­un, he is eighty years old if he is a minute,

    and yes­ter­day he was sit­ting on that very chair you now oc­cu­py.”




    The casi­no chip dropped to the car­pet­ed floor. Dilkes jumped to his feet as if he had

    just been told his chair had been wired to the Smoke Rise gen­er­at­ing sta­tion.




    “He was here?”




    “Yes. He was here.”




    “What did he do ? What did he say?”




    “He said that Amer­ica was deca­dent be­cause it did not love as­sas­sins. He said that

    Amer­ican tele­vi­sion was deca­dent be­cause it had de­stroyed its on­ly pure art form. He

    said that white and black and most yel­lows were deca­dent be­cause theywere in­fe­ri­or

    races. And he told me that he wished he had met me when I was young, be­cause he could have

    pre­vent­ed me from be­ing this way but now it was too late to do any­thing. That’s what he

    said.”




    “But why? Why was he here?” “Very sim­ple. He is de­fend­ing the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed

    States against as­sas­sin or as­sas­sins un­known.” Mon­tro­fort smiled. Dilkes didn’t.




    “I’ll tell you an­oth­er thing, too, Dilkes. He was one of the guys Pru­el was sup­posed to

    blow away yes­ter­day.”




    “You tried to kill the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?” said Dilkes.




    “Yep. And I think I’ll try again.” “Now you know why Pru­el failed.” Dilkes paused and

    looked be­hind him as if fear­ing some­thing or some­one had come in the door. “Sylvester, you

    and I have been friends and part­ners for a long time.” “That’s right.”




    “It ends now. You can count me out.” “Why? All this over an eighty-​year-​old Ko­re­an?”




    “I may be the great­est as­sas­sin in the west­ern world…”




    “You are,” Mon­tro­fort in­ter­rupt­ed. “But com­pared to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju I am a

    ka­zoo play­er.”




    “He is very old,” said Mon­tro­fort. He was en­joy­ing this. It was pleas­ant to watch the

    cool Dilkes pan­ic. There were ac­tu­al­ly beads of sweat on the fore­head of the big man.

    “Very old,” Mon­tro­fort re­peat­ed.




    “And I want to be. I am go­ing back to Africa.” “When?” said Mon­tro­fort.




    “An hour ago. Do what you’re go­ing to do your­self. Good­bye, Sylvester.”




    Dilkes did not wait for an an­swer. He stepped on the pres­sure-​sen­si­tive pad in front of

    the door and it slid open. It shut be­hind him just as the inkwell thrown by Mon­tro­fort hit

    the door. “Cow­ard. Emo­tion­al crip­ple. Cow­ard. Fraidy-​cat,” Mon­tro­fort screamed at the

    door, his voice as loud as it could be, know­ing it would car­ry through the door, and Dilkes

    would hear him.




    “You’re a pussy­cat, not a man!” he screamed. “A cow­ard! A lily-​liv­ered ba­by!” yelled

    Mon­tro­fort.




    And he smiled all the while.


  




  

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN




    “This is it,” said Re­mo, wav­ing his hand to­ward the cast-​iron dome high over­head

    in­side the main en­trance to the Capi­tol.




    “This is where the Con­sti­tu­tion is kept?” Chi­un asked.




    “I don’t know. I guess so.”




    “I want to see it,” Chi­un said.




    “Why?”




    “Do not pa­tron­ize me, Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “For years, I have known what we do. How we

    work out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion so ev­ery­body else can live in­side the Con­sti­tu­tion. I

    would see this Con­sti­tu­tion so I may know for my­self what it is we are do­ing and if it is

    worth­while.”




    “It pays the gold trib­ute ev­ery year to your vil­lage.”




    “My hon­or and sense of per­son­al worth are be­yond price. You would not un­der­stand this,

    Re­mo, be­ing both Amer­ican and white, but some are like that. I am one of them. We val­ue our

    hon­or be­yond any amount of rich­es.”




    “Since when?” asked Re­mo. “You’d work as an en­forcer for a Chi­nese laun­dry if the price

    was right.” He was look­ing past Chi­un at a group ofmen stand­ing off in a cor­ner of

    the huge en­trance hall.




    “Oh, no. Oh, no,” Chi­un said. “And why are you look­ing at those fat men who drink too

    much?”




    “I thought I rec­og­nized them,” Re­mo said. “Politi­cians I think they are. Maybe

    con­gress­men.”




    “Them I would speak to,” Chi­un said. He walked away from Re­mo.




    The Speak­er of the House was the first to see the lit­tle yel­low man ap­proach­ing.




    “Mum, men,” he said and turned, smil­ing, to­ward Chi­un, who ap­proached, un­smil­ing, like

    a teach­er on his way to con­front an am­phithe­ater of par­ents whose chil­dren had been left

    back.




    “Are you a con­gress­man?”




    “That’s right, sir. Can I help you ?”




    “A long time ago I was very an­gry with you be­cause you put on the Gate­wa­ter show of all

    you fat men talk­ing and you took off my tele­vi­sion shows. But now the “shows are no good

    any­more, any­way, be­cause they are deca­dent, so I don’t care that they are off. Where is the

    Con­sti­tu­tion?”




    “The Con­sti­tu­tion?”




    “Yes. You have heard of it. It is the doc­ument I am sup­posed to be work­ing to pro­tect,

    so that all of you can be hap­py as clams, while I do noth­ing but work, work, work on your

    be­half. The Con­sti­tu­tion.”




    The Speak­er of the House shrugged. “Damned if I know, sir. Neil? Tom? You know where the

    Con­sti­tu­tion is?”




    “Li­brary of Congress, I think,” said Neil. He had a thin pinched face that was

    un­healthi­ly red-​blotched. Thin­ning gray hair swirled around his head in wind­blown

    swoops.




    “Maybe the na­tion­al archives,” said the con­gress­man named Tom. He had a face that was

    strong and open, an in­vi­ta­tion to trust. It looked as if it had been carved from a healthy

    pota­to.




    “You gen­tle­men work here ?” Chi­un said.




    “We are con­gress­men, sir. Glad to meet you,” said Neil ex­tend­ing his hand.




    Chi­un ig­nored the hand. “And you work for the Con­sti­tu­tion and you don’t know where

    it’s kept?”




    “I work for my con­stituents,” said Neil.




    “I work for my fam­ily,” said Tom.




    “I work for my coun­try,” said the speak­er.




    “I used to work for Col­gate, though,” said Neil bright­ly.




    “That’s noth­ing,” said Tom. “I used to de­liv­er news­pa­pers on cold win­ter

    morn­ings.”




    “Lu­natics,” said Chi­un. “All lu­natics.” He walked back to Re­mo. “Let us leave this

    asy­lum.”




    “You said we’ve got to find The Hole where the Pres­ident is vul­ner­able. He’ll be talk­ing

    on the front steps. Now where’s The Hole?”




    Chi­un was not lis­ten­ing. “This is a strange build­ing,” he said.




    “Why?”




    “It is very clean.”




    “It costs enough. It ought to be clean,” Re­mo said.




    “No, it is clean­er than that. There has nev­er been a cas­tle that was not in­fest­ed. But

    this one is not.”




    “How can you tell that? There could be lit­tle bug­gies ev­ery­where, just peek­ing out at

    you, wait­ing for night time so they can come out and dance.”




    “Dance on your own face,” said Chi­un. “There are none here and that is very un­usu­al in a

    cas­tle.”




    “This isn’t a cas­tle, Chi­un. It isn’t a palace. This is a democ­ra­cy. Maybe cock­roach­es

    are monar­chists.”




    “This coun­try is run by one man?” Chi­un asked.




    “Kind of.”




    “And he has a se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion that we are part of?”




    “Right.”




    “And we kill his en­emies when­ev­er we can?”




    Re­mo shrugged at the on­rush­ing in­evitable.




    “Then this coun­try is like any oth­er,” Chi­un said. “Ex­cept here they take longer to do

    things. The dif­fer­ence be­tween this place and an ab­so­lute monar­chy is that the ab­so­lute

    monar­chy is more ef­fi­cient.”




    “If they were so ef­fi­cient, why couldn’t they do any­thing about the cock­roach­es in the

    cas­tles?” asked Re­mo.




    “Re­mo, some­times you are ter­ri­bly stupid.”




    “Hah. Why?”




    “Lis­ten to your nasal honk­ing. ‘Hah.’ You would think I nev­er taught you to speak, to

    lis­ten to you.”




    “Don’t cor­rect my speech. Tell me about cock­roach­es.”




    “Cock­roach­es are al­ways with us. They abound. In the pyra­mids, in the sto­ried tem­ples

    of Solomon, in the cas­tles of the French Louis, they abound.”




    “And we don’t have them here?”




    “Of course, there are none here. Do you hear them?”




    “No,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “Well?”




    “You mean you can hear cock­roach­es?” Re­mo asked.




    “I refuse to be­lieve that a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has been re­duced to this,” Chi­un said.

    “Stand­ing here in the hal­lowed halls of your watchamacall-​it…”




    “Capi­tol. The Congress build­ing.”,




    “Yes. That. That I am stand­ing here in these hal­lowed halls talk­ing about cock­roach­es

    to some­one no bet­ter than a cock­roach him­self. My an­ces­tors will judge me harsh­ly for

    hav­ing let Sinan­ju be dragged down in­to the mud like this.”




    “If I’m a cock­roach, and we’re co-​equal part­ners, what does that make you?”




    “A train­er of cock­roach­es. Oh, woe is Sinan­ju.”




    Os­good Harley scratched him­self awake, try­ing to dig his stub­by bit­ten fin­ger­nails

    in­to his pale white bel­ly. The flesh was wrin­kled from the tight waist­band of the jeans he

    had slept in. He would pay dear­ly for hav­ing drunk two bot­tles of wine and pass­ing out in

    his clothes, be­cause sleep­ing in his clothes made his groin sweat, and an un­pow­dered sweaty

    groin gave him jock itch, the most per­sis­tent and in­cur­able of all mankind’s dis­eases.




    There hadn’t been jock itch in the old days. And there hadn’t been drink­ing alone in a

    shab­by walkup.




    There had been ac­tion. Com­mit­tees to protest this or that, and coali­tions to pro­mote

    this or that, and there had been tele­vi­sion cov­er­age, and news­pa­per in­ter­views, and

    there had been a lot of mon­ey, and chicks. Oh, had there been chicks, andhe had slept

    his way from bed to bed from Los An­ge­les to New York, from Boston to Sel­ma.




    And then the rev­olu­tion­ary fer­vor had van­ished. The Viet­nam war had pumped bil­lions

    of dol­lars in­to Amer­ica’s econ­omy. Al­most ev­ery­body was work­ing and ev­ery pay­check

    was fat and the mon­ey drift­ed down from the work­ers to their chil­dren, giv­ing them the

    free­dom to spend their time protest­ing-​even against the war which made the protests

    pos­si­ble. But as the war dried up, the econ­omy dried up, and would-​be rev­olu­tion­ar­ies

    found out it wasn’t so much fun when there wasn’t a check in the mail­box from Dad­dy, and so

    they cut their hair and swapped their san­dals for shoes and went to col­lege to study

    ac­count­ing or law, and with luck, wound up with a Wall Street firm and a steady

    pay­check.




    The “lead­ers” of the rev­olu­tion got caught in the switch­es. Sud­den­ly, the mon­ey to

    sup­port their free-​liv­ing style had dried up. Some of them ad­just­ed quick­ly. They

    ped­dled drugs; they joined re­li­gious move­ments; used to the fast buck, they went wher­ev­er

    they could find the fast buck.




    Os­good Harley didn’t, be­cause un­like the ma­jor­ity of oth­ers, he re­al­ly be­lieved in

    a rev­olu­tion, re­al­ly want­ed the over­throw of cap­ital­ist so­ci­ety. And so when the tall

    man with the black hair and the man­icured nails and the beau­ti­ful even teeth had looked him

    up and of­fered him five thou­sand dol­lars if he would par­tic­ipate in a plan to em­bar­rass

    the new Amer­ican Pres­ident, Harley gob­bled at the chance.




    Of course, it could have been bet­ter. Harley could have worked in pub­lic-​with

    mimeographed press re­leas­es, and head­quar­ters, and pick­eters, and sign-​car­ri­ers-​the

    way he had al­waysworked in the past. But this time, he was told firm­ly “no.” Any

    pub­lic­ity and Harley could for­get the five thou­sand dol­lars. With forty-​nine cents in his

    pock­et and a hole in the bot­tom of his Adi­das sneak­ers, Harley found the choice easy. He

    would be as silent as smoke.




    Even if the in­struc­tions about buy­ing 200 cam­eras in 200 stores were stupid.




    Harley had just stopped scratch­ing when the door­bell rang. The young man stand­ing in the

    hall wore a peaked cap with Jensen’s De­liv­ery Ser­vice em­broi­dered across the front. In his

    arms he held a large card­board car­ton.




    “Mr. Harley?”




    “One and the same.”




    “I’ve got some cam­eras here for you.”




    “Thir­ty-​six to be ex­act. Come on in.” He held the door back and let the younger man

    en­ter.




    “Want them any spe­cial place?”




    “Not there. Over there near the clos­et. That’s where I’ve got the rest of them.”




    “Rest of them? You’ve got more?”




    “Sure. Doesn’t ev­ery­body?” Harley said ca­su­al­ly.




    “You must be open­ing a store,” the youth said as he care­ful­ly set the box on the

    floor.




    “Naah. Ac­tu­al­ly I’m a se­cret agent for the CIA and this is my newest mis­sion.” He

    grinned the kind of grin de­signed to im­part the feel­ing that there was more truth than

    hu­mor in what he had just said. The young man looked at his face with a re­cip­ro­cal smile,

    but with nar­rowed eyes, as if mem­oriz­ing Harley’s face in case they asked ques­tions

    lat­er.




    “There you go,” he said.




    “Good. Thanks. You saved me a lot of trou­ble.”Harley took a roll of bills from his

    pock­et and flashed the wad of fifties, be­fore dig­ging down in­to the cen­ter of it to find a

    ten-​dol­lar bill.




    “Here. For you. Thanks again.”




    “Okay, Mr. Harley. Re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate it.”




    Af­ter the de­liv­ery boy left, Harley gave the big car­ton of In­sta­mat­ics, pur­chased at

    in­di­vid­ual list price from a large cam­era store in the heart of the city, a healthy kick.

    He was be­gin­ning to think this was all kind of stupid. So he had his 200 cam­eras. So what?

    Wait for more in­struc­tions.




    The more he thought about it, the more stupid it be­came. So he gave the car­ton an­oth­er

    kick. The sound was an­swered, as if by a sportive echo, by the ring­ing of the door­bell.




    Harley re­coiled slight­ly be­fore go­ing to the door. It was the de­liv­ery boy again.




    “I found this down­stairs on the hall ra­di­ator. It’s got your name on it.” He hand­ed

    for­ward a plain white en­ve­lope with “Os­good Harley” neat­ly let­tered on it.




    “Thanks, kid,” Harley said.




    Af­ter the boy left, Harley opened the en­ve­lope. There was a sim­ple hand-​print­ed note

    in­side: Bring pen­cil and pa­per to the tele­phone booth at 16th and K Streets at 2:10 P.M.

    ex­act­ly.




    The note was un­signed.




    Harley got to the tele­phone booth at 2:12 P.M., de­layed be­cause he had to stop and have

    an Ital­ian ice. The tele­phone did not ring un­til 2:15 P.M.




    “Hel­lo, Harley here,” said Harley when he picked up the tele­phone.




    “Clever,” said the caller.




    “I mean, hel­lo,” said Harley, who sus­pect­edfrom the sar­casm that he had made a

    mis­take but couldn’t be sure what it was.




    “Do you have pen­cil and pa­per?”




    “Right here,” Harley said.




    “Since you have al­ready ob­tained the cam­eras, it is time to move on. You need one dozen

    cap pis­tols, the kind chil­dren use. Write it down. One dozen cap pis­tols. Get good ones. The

    loud­est you can get. Don’t, how­ev­er, be an id­iot and test them in the store.




    “Have you got that?”




    “Got it,” Harley said. “A dozen cap pis­tols. Loud ones.”




    “Be­fore you re­peat any­thing else, please close the door of the tele­phone booth,” the

    caller said. He wait­ed un­til Harley pulled the door click-​closed.




    “All right. You al­so need four cas­sette tape play­ers. Be sure they are bat­tery

    op­er­at­ed and run at 1% inch­es per sec­ond. The small­er the size you can buy the bet­ter.

    Be sure to buy the nec­es­sary bat­ter­ies to op­er­ate all of them. Good bat­ter­ies. Not dead

    ones. Do you have that?”




    “Got it,” Harley said.




    “Re­peat it.”




    “Four cas­sette tape recorders…”




    “Play­ers. They need not be recorders.”




    “Okay,” Harley said. “Got it. Play­ers. Bat­tery op­er­at­ed. Get fresh bat­ter­ies. Small

    size play­ers. Make sure they run at 1% inch­es per sec­ond.”




    “That’s fine. Now. Un­der­neath the tele­phone at which you’re stand­ing, you will find a

    key. It’s taped to the un­der­side of the shelf. Take it off and hang on to it. You will use it

    for your fi­nal in­struc­tions and for the next in­stall­ment of your pay­ment. Did you find

    the key?”




    “I’ve got it.”




    “Okay. Now don’t screw things up. In a few days we are go­ing to em­bar­rass the en­tire

    gov­ern­ment as it’s nev­er been em­bar­rassed be­fore. Your par­tic­ipa­tion is vi­tal.

    Good­bye.”




    Harley re­coiled at the sharp click of the phone in his ear. Then he slammed the tele­phone

    on­to the hook, snarled “jerkoff,” and walked out of the booth to go to a wine shop on his way

    back to his apart­ment.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOURTEEN




    “I don’t have any­thing,” Re­mo said for the sec­ond time.




    “That just won’t do.” Smith’s tone of voice made his usu­al lemo­ny snarl seem like

    undi­lut­ed sac­cha­rin paste.




    “Oh, it won’t, will it? Well, try this on for size. I don’t, have any­thing and I don’t

    think I’m go­ing to get any­thing.”




    “Try this one on for size too,” Smith said. “You’re all, God help us, that we’ve got. We

    don’t have much time now. “I . . .”




    “Smit­ty,” Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed, “what’s the price for a fu­tures con­tract on hog

    bel­lies?”




    “Three thou­sand four hun­dred and twelve dol­lars,” Smith said, “but…”




    “What’s the ex­change rate of Dutch guilders for Amer­ican dol­lars?”




    “Three point two-​sev­en guilders per dol­lar. Stop it, will you? We are charged with our

    biggest sin­gle mis­sion and we . ..”




    “What’s gold sell­ing for?”




    “One hun­dred thir­ty sev­en dol­lars twen­ty-​two cents an ounce.” Smith paused. “I

    pre­sume all this has a point.”




    “Yeah, it has a point,” Re­mo said, “The point is you’ve got six­ty-​three mil­lion

    frig­ging peo­ple on your frig­ging pay­roll and you know the mar­ket for cater­pil­lar crap in

    Afghanistan and you know how many pounds of chick­en bones the Zu­lus buy each year to wear in

    their noses and what they pay for them and you can find out any­thing and ev­ery­thing and now

    when it gets sticky, you give the find-​out to me. Well, I don’t have your damned re­sources.

    I’m not good at find­ing out. I don’t know who’s go­ing to try to kill the Pres­ident. I don’t

    know how they’re go­ing to try to do it. I don’t know how to stop them. And I think they’re

    go­ing to be suc­cess­ful. And I think if you want to stop them you ought to take your

    far-​flung or­ga­ni­za­tion and use it and if you can’t use it, stuff it, that’s what I

    think.”




    “All right,” Smith said even­ly. “Your ob­jec­tions are not­ed and filed. You’ve been to the

    Capi­tol?”




    “Yes. And I didn’t find out a thing ex­cept that three con­gress­men are fat and Neil used

    to work at Col­gate’s.”




    “You have no idea how they could at­tempt an as­sas­si­na­tion?”




    “None at all,” said Re­mo.




    “Chi­un? What does he think?”




    “He thinks it’s un­usu­al that there are no roach­es in the Capi­tol.”




    “That’s won­der­ful,” said Smith. His voice would have sound­ed sar­cas­tic if it hadn’t

    al­ways sound­ed sar­cas­tic. “That is the best word you have for me?”




    “Yeah. If you want any­thing more, read the War­ren Com­mis­sion re­port. Maybe they’ll tell

    you some­thing,” Re­mo said.




    “Maybe they will at that,” Smith said. “I trust you’ll keep work­ing?”




    “Trust all you want,” Re­mo said.




    He hung up and looked an­gri­ly at Chi­un who was sit­ting in a lo­tus po­si­tion on a red

    straw mat on the floor. His gold­en day­time robe was spread gen­tly about him. His eyes were

    closed and his face serene. He looked so peace­ful it seemed as if he might van­ish any mo­ment

    in­to a mist of wys­te­ria scent.




    Chi­un raised his hand in Re­mo’s gen­er­al di­rec­tion, a silent soft stop sign.




    “I am not in­ter­est­ed in your prob­lems,” he said.




    “You’re a big help.”




    “I have told you. You have to find The Hole. That is how this mur­der at­tempt . . .”




    “As­sas­si­na­tion,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed.




    “Wrong,” said Chi­un. “As­sas­si­na­tion is car­ried out by an as­sas­sin. An act of skill,

    tal­ent, and train­ing. Un­til I know oth­er­wise it’s crude mur­der. And please stop

    in­ter­rupt­ing. It’s rude. Your man­ners have be­come un­bear­able.”




    “I’m sor­ry I’m rude. I’m re­al­ly sor­ry. Smit­ty’s yelling at me and the Pres­ident’s

    go­ing to be killed and you’re wor­ried that I’m rude.”




    “A hu­man be­ing should not stop act­ing like a hu­man be­ing just be­cause some pet­ty

    an­noy­ances en­ter his dai­ly life,” Chi­un said. “At any rate, you must find The Hole. That

    is how they will try to kill this man of many teeth.”




    “And where do I find this hole?”




    Chi­un’s eyes widened like those of a jock­ey who had just found an un­ex­pect­ed open­ing

    on the rail. They showed joy at the chance to stick it to Re­mo.




    Re­mo raised his hand. “Nev­er mind,” he said. “I know. I can find The Hole in my head. In

    my fat stom­ach. In some­thing or oth­er. Can the in­sults, Chi­un. I’ve got prob­lems.”




    Chi­un sniffed. “Then find The Hole.”




    “Leave me alone. I don’t need any East­ern phi­los­ophy right now.”




    “Wis­dom is al­ways use­ful. If he paid at­ten­tion to the com­ing and go­ing of the sun,

    the worm wouldn’t be eat­en by the bird.”




    “Aaaaah,” said Re­mo in dis­gust and ran at the wall be­hind Chi­un. His feet hit it, four

    feet up, and he moved his legs up in a run­ning step, while bring­ing his head down and around.

    When his feet were al­most at the ceil­ing and his head al­most touch­ing the floor, he did a

    slow al­most lazy flip to land back on his feet.




    “Work the cor­ners,” Chi­un said. He closed his eyes again and gen­tly touched the five

    fin­ger­tips of his left hand to the five fin­ger­tips of his right.




    “Aaaaah,” Re­mo said again. But he worked the cor­ners, mov­ing up on­to a wall as he ran to

    a cor­ner, run­ning around the cor­ner on the wall, com­ing down off the wall on­to the floor,

    mov­ing across the room, cut­ting the room in­to four tri­an­gles, his feet touch­ing the floor

    on­ly four times for each re­set­ted cir­cuit of the room.




    He was still at it when the knock came on the door.




    Re­mo stopped. Chi­un’s eyes were closed. Re­mo did not know how long he had been

    ex­er­cis­ing, whether it was ten min­utes or an hour. His heart beat was the same fifty-​two

    it al­ways was at rest, his res­pi­ra­tion still twelve breaths a minute. His body was with­out

    sweat; he had not per­spired for over a year.




    A bell­boy stood out­side the door. He had a white en­ve­lope in his hand, a large padded

    en­ve­lope. “This was just de­liv­ered for you, sir.”




    Re­mo looked at the en­ve­lope. It was ad­dressed in felt-​tipped print­ing to his ho­tel

    reg­istry name: Re­mo McAr­gle. No re­turn ad­dress. He felt the en­ve­lope. It felt like a

    book.




    He gave it back to the bell­hop. “I don’t want it,” he said.




    “There’s no charges due on it,” the bell­hop said.




    “Why’d you say that?” Re­mo asked. “You think I’m poor?”




    “No sir. Not in this room. It’s just if you don’t take it, what’ll I do with it? There’s no

    re­turn ad­dress.”




    “Oh, all right. I’ll take it.” Re­mo took the en­ve­lope back. “Here. For you.” He reached

    in­to his pock­et and fished out a roll of bills and hand­ed them to the bell­hop with­out

    look­ing.




    The bell­hop looked. “Oh, no, sir.” He fanned the bills and saw tens, twen­ties, even a

    fifty. “You’ve made a mis­take.”




    “No mis­take. You take that. Buy your own ho­tel. I was poor once and I don’t ev­er want you

    to think I’m poor. Here. Take my change too.” Re­mo turned his pock­et in­side out and gave the

    bell­hop sev­er­al dol­lars in dimes and quar­ters, Re­mo hav­ing long ago solved the prob­lem

    of car­ry­ing oth­er kinds of change by sim­ply throw­ing it all in the street be­fore it had a

    chance to ac­cu­mu­late.




    The bell­hop raised his eye­brows. “You sure, sir?”




    “I’m sure. Get out of here. I’m work­ing the cor­ners and then I’m go­ing to look for The

    Hole and six­ty-​three mil­lion peo­ple can’t find out one lit­tlething- and I’m

    sup­posed to. Wouldn’t it make you mad ?”




    “It sure would, sir.”




    “Good­bye,” Re­mo said. Be­fore slam­ming the door, he yelled out in­to the hall, “And I’m

    not poor ei­ther.”




    When the door closed, Chi­un said. “You are poor. You are a poor sub­sti­tute for ra­tio­nal

    man. If the race had de­pend­ed on you, it would still be sleep­ing in the forks of trees.”




    “I don’t want to hear about it. I want to read my mail.”




    Re­mo opened the padded en­ve­lope with the slit of a fin­ger­nail, like a blad­ed pa­per

    cut­ter. In­side was a book:




    Sum­ma­ry: The Pres­iden­tial Com­mis­sion on the As­sas­si­na­tion of Pres­ident

    Kennedy.




    There was no note. Re­mo threw the hard-​cov­ered blue bound book on­to the floor.




    “Just what I need,” he growled. “Smit­ty send­ing me a book to read.”




    Chi­un said, “With all these in­ter­rup­tions it be­comes more and more im­pos­si­ble to

    med­itate. First the Mad Em­per­or on the tele­phone, then you work­ing the cor­ners with heavy

    lead­en feet, puff­ing like a chee-​chee train …”




    “Choo choo,” said Re­mo.




    “And that boy at the door. Enough is enough.” Chi­un rose to his feet like a twist of smoke

    un­der pres­sure, re­leased from a wide-​topped jar. As he came up he brought the book with

    him. “What is this doc­ument?” he said.




    “A re­port the gov­ern­ment made when Pres­ident Kennedy was mur­dered.”




    “Why do they call it ‘as­sas­si­na­tion,’” Chi­unasked, “when it was mur­der, not an

    as­sas­si­na­tion?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “I for­got to ask.”




    “Have you ev­er read this book?”




    “No. I fa­vor light read­ing. Schopen­hauer. Kant. Like that.”




    “Who is Schopen­hauer and why can’t he?”




    “Why can’t he what?” Re­mo asked.




    “What you just said. Schopen­hauer can’t.”




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo said.




    “You can al­ways im­prove your mind by read­ing,” Chi­un said. “In your case, it may be the

    on­ly av­enue left.”




    He opened the book and looked in­side.




    “This is a nice book,” he said.




    “Glad you like it. Con­sid­er it a gift from me to you. With love.”




    “That is very thought­ful of you. You are not all bad.”




    “En­joy it. I’m go­ing out.”




    “I will try to en­dure,” Chi­un said.




    Down in the lob­by, Re­mo looked up the tele­phone num­ber of the Se­cret Ser­vice. He

    fished in his slacks for a dime, but his pock­ets were emp­ty.




    He saw the bell­boy who had de­liv­ered the book to him and mo­tioned him to come over. The

    boy came slow­ly, as if fear­ing Re­mo had come to his sens­es and want­ed his mon­ey back.




    “Hey, kid, can you lend me a dime?”




    “Yes sir,” the boy said. He hand­ed over ex­act­ly one dime.




    “And I’m not poor,” Re­mo said. “I’ll pay it back.”




    Ob­vi­ous­ly the Se­cret Ser­vice had not yet caught the full mean­ing of Wash­ing­ton’s

    newspir­it of open peo­ple’s gov­ern­ment be­cause when Re­mo ar­rived to talk to

    some­one about a plot to as­sas­si­nate the Pres­ident, he was not di­rect­ed to the of­fice he

    want­ed. In­stead he was whisked off to a room where four men de­mand­ed to know who he was and

    what he want­ed.




    “When did you plan to do it?”




    “Do what ?” Re­mo asked.




    “Don’t get smart, fel­la.”




    “Don’t wor­ry, I won’t. It’d make me too con­spic­uous around here.”




    “We’ll just have to hold you for a while.”




    “Look. I’m look­ing for a guy. He’s al­ways pop­ping pills. I don’t re­mem­ber his name, but

    ev­ery­body ought to re­mem­ber his ner­vous stom­ach. I talked to him yes­ter­day.”




    “You mean Ben­son ?”




    “I guess so. I talked to him yes­ter­day with a con­gres­sion­al com­mit­tee.”




    “You’re with a con­gres­sion­al com­mit­tee.”




    “That’s right,” Re­mo said.




    “Which one?”




    “The House Un­der Com­mit­tee on Over Af­fairs. I’m the Mid­dle Sec­re­tary.”




    “I don’t know that one.”




    “Call Ben­son, will you please?”




    When Re­mo was es­cort­ed in­to Ben­son’s of­fice a few min­utes lat­er, the as­sis­tant

    di­rec­tor was swal­low­ing a palm­ful of pills as if they were salt­ed peanuts and he was in

    train­ing for a cab­inet ap­point­ment.




    “Hel­lo,” the man sput­tered as he choked and coughed.




    “Drink some wa­ter,” Re­mo said. As Ben­son drank, he said, “I thought Chi­un got you off

    the pills. By talk­ing about the egg.”




    “He did. I was gold­en for a day. But to­day ev­ery­thing start­ed off wrong and be­fore I

    knew it I was hooked again.”




    “Stay with it, that’s the an­swer,” Re­mo said. “The first few weeks are the hard­est.”




    “I’m go­ing to. I’m go­ing to try again as soon as I get rid of this pile of pa­pers on my

    desk.”




    Re­mo looked at a foot-​high stack of re­ports and cor­re­spon­dence on the wood-​fin­ished

    met­al desk and want­ed to shake his head. Ben­son would nev­er get off the pills be­cause he

    would nev­er find the time to get off the pills. There would al­waysj




    be too much work, or a too-​cranky wife, or too-​bad weath­er. There would al­ways be

    some­thing to stop him, to put off his plan un­til to­mor­row, and he would just keep on with

    pills. Bet­ter liv­ing through chem­istry. Bet­ter liv­ing and faster dy­ing.




    “So what can I do for you?” asked Ben­son, the cough­ing jag com­plet­ed.




    “You know that the threat has come. The Pres­ident’s sup­posed to be killed to­mor­row.”




    Ben­son met Re­mo’s eyes lev­el­ly, then nod­ded. “We know. We’re on it. One thing I don’t

    un­der­stand is how you know so much about it.”




    “Congress,” Re­mo said by way of ex­pla­na­tion.




    “If Congress knew any­thing about this, it’d be all over the pa­pers by now. Just who are

    you?”




    “That’s not im­por­tant,” Re­mo said. “Just we’re on the same side. I want to know more

    about the pay­ments that you made in the past.”




    Ben­son squint­ed, then shook his head. “I don’t think I can give you that,” he said.




    “If you want, I can have the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States call you and tell you to give

    me that,” Re­mo said. He met Ben­son’s eyes cold­ly.




    Ben­son’s eyes were blood­shot, the eyes of a man who had got­ten ear­ly on in­to the bad

    habit of work­ing too hard and then found out that bu­reau­cra­cies searched out such peo­ple

    unerring­ly and load­ed work on them un­til they col­lapsed un­der the pres­sure. Ben­son’s

    work­load would de­crease the day the bu­reau­cra­cy found out he had been dead for three

    months.




    “You won’t have to do that,” Ben­son said. “I guess it won’t do any harm to tell you about

    that.” Talk­ing to Re­mo meant one less phone call he’d have to take, a half-​dozen few­er

    pieces of pa­per that came across his desk, one less prob­lem to take home. It was a mis­take,

    but the kind made by the over­worked. That was the way em­pires crum­bled. Be­cause peo­ple

    be­came too busy to be care­ful.




    “We sent the trib­ute mon­ey to a bank ac­count in Switzer­land,” Ben­son said. “I told you,

    I think. Wal­green de­liv­ered it for us.”




    “And that’s where it died?”




    “No. We had it tracked from there, but it went through dif­fer­ent ac­counts to a

    half-​dozen dif­fer­ent coun­tries. Most­ly in Africa. And even­tu­al­ly it just got lost out

    and we couldn’t ev­er nail any­body with it.”




    “No clues ? No sur­mis­es ?”




    “None at all,” said Ben­son.




    “And you’ve still got noth­ing about to­mor­row’s fes­tiv­ities ?” Re­mo asked.




    Ben­son shook his head. “Some­how,” he said, “I get the idea that you’re more than just a

    con­gres­sion­al flunkie.”




    “That’s a pos­si­bil­ity,” Re­mo said. “Have you done ev­ery­thing for to­mor­row? In the

    way of pro­tec­tion?”




    “Ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery tree. Ev­ery tele­phone pole. Ev­ery man­hole cov­er. Ev­ery rooftop

    with­in mor­tar range. Ev­ery­thing. We’ve done ev­ery god­dam thing we can, nailed down ev­ery

    loose end we can think of. And some­how I know it’s still not enough.”




    “Maybe we’ll strug­gle through,” Re­mo said, sud­den­ly feel­ing pity for Ben­son, and en­vy

    for the ded­ica­tion to his du­ty that drove him in­to his de­struc­tive over­work.




    “You got your best men on this?” Re­mo asked as he stood and walked to­ward the door.




    Ben­son was pop­ping an Al­ka Seltzer in­to a glass of wa­ter. He looked up and nod­ded.

    “I’m head­ing the de­tail my­self.”




    “Good luck,” Re­mo said.




    “Thanks. We’re all go­ing to need it,” Ben­son said.




    “Maybe.”




    Os­good Harley had bought the four bat­tery-​op­er­at­ed cas­sette play­ers in an of­fice

    sup­ply store on K Street. He paid for them with four new fifty-​dol­lar bills. Then,

    grum­bling be­cause the card­board box was bulky and heavy, he hailed a cab out­side the

    store.




    When the driv­er got to Harley’s ten­ement build­ing, Harley tried to pay with a

    fifty-​dol­lar bill.




    “Can’t change that, bud­dy.”




    “Don’t see too many of these, I sup­pose,” Harley said.




    “Not in this neigh­bor­hood. What you got that’s small­er?”




    “You name it.”




    “A pleas­ant lit­tle five-​dol­lar bill would be nice,”said the cab­bie, glanc­ing

    again at the $3.45 fare on the me­ter.




    “You got it,” Harley said. He hand­ed a five-​dol­lar bill to the driv­er, then wait­ed for

    his change, which the driv­er slow­ly and painstak­ing­ly count­ed out, giv­ing Harley plen­ty

    of time to con­sid­er the virtues of tip­ping.




    Harley stuffed the change in his pock­et with­out count­ing it. He had the car­ton on­ly

    halfway out of the cab when the driv­er pulled away.




    “Hey, slow down,” Harley yelled through the still open door.




    “Cheap bas­tard, screw you and your fifty-​dol­lar bills,” the driv­er called.




    He stepped hard­er on the gas. The cab lurched away. The box of tape play­ers slipped out

    but Harley caught them be­fore they had a chance to drop hard on the pave­ment. Then he

    hoist­ed them to his chest and still grum­bling curs­es un­der his breath car­ried them up to

    his fourth-​floor apart­ment.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIFTEEN




    Re­mo knew why the Se­cret Ser­vice men had ul­cers, ner­vous con­di­tions, and the high­est

    rate of ear­ly re­tire­ment in the fed­er­al ser­vice.




    Be­cause they were asked to do the im­pos­si­ble. It was im­pos­si­ble to try to pro­tect

    the Pres­ident. If some­one want­ed him dead bad enough and was will­ing to die him­self, a

    kamikaze at­tack would work.




    Air the Se­cret Ser­vice could do was to try to pro­tect the Pres­ident against planned

    killings, against plots on his life whose mo­tive was some­thing dif­fer­ent from blind,

    un­rea­son­ing hate. And they worked at it.




    Re­mo had checked the roofs of all the build­ings with­in sight and shoot­ing dis­tance of

    the Capi­tol steps where the Pres­ident would speak in the morn­ing. The Se­cret Ser­vice had

    al­ready been there. Re­mo could see the scuff marks in the tar and grav­el roofs where men had

    been clam­ber­ing around, in­spect­ing the build­ings.




    And they had checked the trees and the util­ity poles and the sew­ers and the man­hole

    cov­ers. Re­mo checked them too and found tape seals that the Ser­vice had placed over the

    cov­ers. In themorn­ing they would check them again to make sure they had not been

    tam­pered with.




    The Se­cret Ser­vice had logged the make and li­cense num­bers of all cars parked in the

    area and run them through fed­er­al da­ta banks, against the lists of ev­ery­one who had ev­er

    made a threat against any Pres­ident. If one of the cars be­longed to some­body with a

    his­to­ry of talk­ing about killing the Pres­ident, they would have scoured the city look­ing

    for him, to place him un­der ar­rest.




    The in­spec­tion took Re­mo the en­tire night. Chi­un had told him to look for The Hole. But

    where? And what the hell did an an­cient Ko­re­an leg­end have to do with an at­tempt to kill a

    twen­ti­eth-​cen­tu­ry Pres­ident? Still, Wal­green had been blown up in Sun Val­ley. That was

    the clas­sic use of The Hole by an as­sas­sin. And it had worked.




    If there was any trou­ble at the Capi­tol in the morn­ing, the Se­cret Ser­vice would

    prob­ably push the Pres­ident in­to a car and whisk him the hell out of there. It was

    in­con­ceiv­able that the Se­cret Ser­vice would not be sure its cars were se­cure; that there

    was noth­ing plant­ed in them, no bombs, no poi­son gas. In­con­ceiv­able that the es­cape

    route from the capi­tol would not be se­cured by agents all along the route.




    Pink was be­gin­ning to streak the low cor­ners of the sky as Eemo stood across the street

    from the Capi­tol and watched the guards watch the plat­form from which the Pres­ident would

    de­liv­er his speech.




    Maybe Chi­un was wrong. Maybe the at­tack on the Pres­ident would be sim­ple and

    straight­for­ward, a sim­ple bomb­ing at­tack. It gave Re­mo chills. The thought stuck with him

    that some­one could have a damned mor­tar out there some­wherein the city and could, with

    rea­son­able ac­cu­ra­cy, plump down a high ex­plo­sive frag­men­ta­tion shell in the

    Pres­ident’s vicin­ity while he was talk­ing. And Re­mo could do noth­ing about it.




    Maybe the plat­form, the speak­ing plat­form it­self. Who could tell?




    Re­mo moved away from the wall against which he lounged and in­to the black­ness of shad­ow

    cast by a tree. He moved, pick­ing his way from shad­ow to shad­ow, across the bright­ly

    il­lu­mi­nat­ed street and plaza, to­ward the Capi­tol steps. The two guards at the plat­form

    looked res­olute­ly ahead, to­ward the streets as if that were the on­ly place trou­ble could

    come from. Re­mo moved to the side of the long steps. At the base of the build­ing, he climbed

    the wall and let him­self light­ly over the top rail­ing of the steps.




    He was be­hind the guards now. They did not hear him and did not turn around as he came down

    the steps from the di­rec­tion of the Capi­tol en­trance. He slid un­der the wood and steel

    plat­form which can­tilevered out over a dozen of the stone steps, and be­gan to in­spect the

    joints where the struc­ture had been put to­geth­er.




    The joints were clean; Re­mo went over ev­ery inch of the un­der­side of the plat­form. He

    ran his fin­ger­tips over the wood­en four-​by-​fours and the steel pip­ing that gave the

    struc­ture its strength. He felt the wood for weak­ness­es that might in­di­cate some kind of

    load had been placed in It. Noth­ing.




    His fin­ger­tips tapped along the pipe very light­ly, look­ing for sound vari­ations that

    would sig­nal that a hol­low steel pipe was no longer hol­low. But all the pipes were

    hol­low.




    Glints of light were now com­ing through thewood­en floor­ing of the plat­form over

    his head. Re­mo could hear the guards on ei­ther side of the stand mov­ing heav­ily from foot

    to foot. In the silent still of pre-​dawn Wash­ing­ton, in which no breeze blew and no puff of

    air moved, he could smell the meat on their breaths. One had been drink­ing beer too. The sour

    smell of fer­ment­ed grains as­sault­ed Re­mo’s nos­trils. And once, he had liked beer.




    “Lot of crap this is,” one guard said. The ac­cent was pure Pitts­burgh, a farmer’s twang

    with the harsh con­so­nants of the city stuck in­to it like tacks in a board.




    “What’s that?” the oth­er guard asked.




    “What the hell we stand­ing here for all night? What they ex­pect? Ter­mites?”




    “I don’t know,” the oth­er said. The voice was nasal New York. Re­mo re­flect­ed that

    Wash­ing­ton was one of the few cities in the world that didn’t have any dis­tinc­tive speech

    pat­tern of its own. It was filled with drifters and ac­cents from all over. The on­ly change

    now from ten years ear­li­er was there were a few more peo­ple say­ing “Y’all.” And that might

    all stop in a few hours, Re­mo thought. The idea made him chilly.




    “Maybe they’re ex­pect­ing some trou­ble or some­thing,” New York said.




    “If they was, they sure as hell wouldn’t be go­ing through with this,” Pitts­burgh said.

    “They’d keep the Pres­ident in the White House and not let him out.”




    “Yeah. Guess they would at that,” said New York. “If they had any sense, any­way.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. That was right. If any­body had any sense they would keep the Pres­ident in

    the White House un­til the dan­ger had passed. To hellwith the free­dom of the

    pres­iden­cy and to hell with what the Pres­ident had de­cid­ed he must do. Re­mo had just made

    the de­ci­sions for the day. The Pres­ident was stay­ing home.




    Re­mo rolled out from un­der the plat­form and was mov­ing again up the steps when he met

    Vi­ola Poombs com­ing out of the build­ing. She was smooth­ing the skirt of her white linen

    suit.




    “Re­mo,” she called. The guards turned to watch them and Re­mo did not want to run away from

    her now. He wait­ed on the steps for her to reach him.




    “Work­ing over­time?” he asked.




    “Yes. And no smart talk from you ei­ther,” Vi­ola said. “What are you do­ing here?”




    “Just hang­ing out.” He walked down the steps with her.




    “Will your Ori­en­tal friend re­al­ly help me with my book?” she asked.




    “Sure. It’s what we want most in life. Per­son­al pub­lic­ity.”




    “Good,” Vi­ola said. “Then it’ll be a great book and I’ll make tons of mon­ey.”




    “And pay tons of tax­es.”




    “Not me,” said Vi­ola. “I’ll fig­ure out a way to squir­rel it away.”




    They were on the side­walk now, walk­ing away from the Capi­tol.




    “Oh, that’s right,” Re­mo said. “Swiss bank ac­counts.”




    They were al­most out of eye­sight of the guards. Then he would leave this dip.




    “Swiss ac­counts? Kinder­garten stuff,” Vi­ola said. Where had she heard that, she

    won­dered. “You just wash your mon­ey through a Swiss bank, then you trans­fer it around in­to

    a lot ofAfrican ac­counts . . .” Why did she say that? Why Africa? She knew noth­ing

    about Africa. “And it gets lost there and no­body can trace it.”




    Re­mo stopped on the street and took Vi­ola’s el­bows in his hands. He turned to face her.

    “What do you know about wash­ing mon­ey through Swiss banks and African ac­counts?”




    “Noth­ing. I don’t even know why I said that. Why are you look­ing like that? What’d I say

    ?”




    “You must know some­thing about it to talk like that,” Re­mo said. “One of those

    con­gress­men you work for. Was it Poop­sie who told you that?”




    “Poop­sie? No. He didn’t,” Vi­ola said.




    “Who then ?” asked Re­mo.




    “I don’t know. Why?”




    “You’ve got to know. The guy I’m look­ing for does that with his mon­ey. And I’ve got to

    find him.”




    The squeez­ing by Re­mo’s hands hurt her el­bows.




    “It’s im­por­tant,” he said.




    “Let me think. Let go of my el­bows. They hurt.”




    “They’ll help you think. Kind of stops the mind from wan­der­ing.”




    She screwed up her face in pain as Re­mo squeezed.




    “Okay, let go. I got it now.”




    “Who is it?”




    “First let go,” Vi­ola said.




    Re­mo re­leased her arms.




    “Mon­tro­fort,” she said.




    “Mon­tro­fort?Who…”




    “The dwarf with the nice teeth,” Vi­ola said. She won­dered why she’d said that.




    “At Pal­dor?” Re­mo said.




    Vi­ola nod­ded. “He told me the oth­er night, about how you do mon­ey and ev­ery­thing. He

    said African banks.” It was com­ing back to her now.




    “What’d you say?” Re­mo asked.




    “I said if he touched me, I’d roll him in­to the fire­place,” Vi­ola said.




    “Rea­son­able. You have to do me a fa­vor. Can you take a mes­sage to Chi­un?”




    “Why don’t you just tele­phone him?”




    “He has this way of an­swer­ing phones which in­volves rip­ping the wires out of the wall

    and crush­ing the in­stru­ments to pow­der.”




    “All right. I’ll do it.”




    “Go tell Chi­un that we know’it’s Mon­tro­fort. Got that so far?”




    “I’m not stupid. What’s the mes­sage?”




    “We know it’s Mon­tro­fort. I’m go­ing to go get him. Tell Chi­un to stop the Pres­ident

    from com­ing to the Capi­tol to­day.”




    “How’s he go­ing to be able to do that?”




    “The first step he’ll take will be to tell you I’m an id­iot. And then he’ll fig­ure out a

    way to do it. Hur­ry now. It’s im­por­tant,” Re­mo said. He told Vi­ola the suite num­ber in

    their ho­tel, and then turned and ran off down the street to find Sylvester Mon­tro­fort.




    They had start­ed com­ing to Os­good Harley’s walkup at five o’clock in the morn­ing.




    He no longer had 200 friends in what used to be called the peace move­ment. But he still had

    twen­ty. And those twen­ty had friends. And those friends had friends. And to each of them,

    Harley gave a cam­era and in­struc­tions, told them that at the least they could keep the

    cam­eras and sell them, and told them how much fun it would be toraise a lit­tle hell

    with a pres­iden­tial speech. Some got cap pis­tols. To his three clos­est as­so­ciates, Harley

    gave a cam­era, in­struc­tions, and a small tape play­er, a roll of ad­he­sive tape, and more

    in­struc­tions.




    And in the ear­ly morn­ing, he was among the group that start­ed to gath­er in the plaza in

    front of the Capi­tol. There wasn’t much hap­pen­ing yet. He saw some of his own peo­ple. Two

    guards stood at the speak­ers’ plat­form watch­ing ev­ery­body. The Capi­tol it­self looked

    emp­ty. No­body go­ing in or out. The on­ly sign of life was some guy with thick wrists and

    dead eyes stand­ing on the steps, talk­ing to a wom­an in a white linen suit with a bust so

    in­cred­ible it made him yearn for the good old days when girls thought the best way to get

    peace was to give a piece.




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States had qui­et­ly changed his plans the night be­fore. The

    nerves were get­ting to him a lit­tle. He had not heard from Dr. Smith at CURE. The Se­cret

    Ser­vice had learned noth­ing new. He hoped through din­ner for a vis­it from Smith’s two field

    men, Mr. Re­mo and Mr. Chi­un.




    But they had not come and so, af­ter din­ner he he­li­coptered to Camp David to spend the

    night. The next morn­ing he would fly back to Wash­ing­ton, right to the Capi­tol grounds, for

    his ad­dress.




    “Re­mo is an id­iot.”




    Vi­ola Poombs had found Chi­un in the ho­tel room. He had not an­swered her knocks on the

    door, but the door was sur­pris­ing­ly un­locked. Who left ho­tel room doors un­locked

    any­more?




    In­side she found Chi­un sit­ting on a reed mat,read­ing a heavy leather-​bound book.

    He smiled when she en­tered and closed the book.




    “I have found The Hole,” he said.




    “I guess that’s good. Re­mo says you have to stop the Pres­ident from speak­ing to­day.”




    “That Re­mo is an id­iot. Where is he now? Why doesn’t he do any­thing him­self? Why must I?

    Re­mo is an id­iot.”




    “He said you would say that,” Vi­ola said.




    “He did? Did he say I would say he was a pale piece of pig’s ear?”




    Vi­ola shook her head.




    “Duck drop­pings?”




    She shook her head no again.




    “An im­pos­si­ble at­tempt to make di­amonds from riv­er mud?”




    “No. He didn’t say that,” ad­mit­ted Vi­ola.




    “Good. Then I have a few things to tell him my­self when he re­turns. Where is he now?”




    “He’s gone af­ter Sylvester Mon­tro­fort. He said that he’s the one.”




    “One should nev­er trust a man like that,” Chi­un said.




    “You mean a crip­ple?”




    “No. One who smiles so much.”




    “What did you mean, you found The Hole?” Vi­ola asked.




    “It is all here in this book,” Chi­un said. He point­ed to the blue-​bound sum­ma­ry of the

    War­ren Com­mis­sion re­port. “If Re­mo knew how to read I would not have to do clerk’s work.

    You find him and tell him that. And tell him that I will do this last thing for him, but none

    of it has been con­tract­ed for, and this will have to be ad­just­ed lat­er. How much am I

    ex­pect­ed to do? Is it not enough that I have spent ten years try­ing toteach a pig to

    whis­tle? Now I am sup­posed to make your em­per­or stay home to­day. And will Re­mo want me to

    do it right ? No, he’ll say. Don’t you dare hurt the em­per­or, Chi­un. Be nice, Chi­un, he

    will say. All right. I will do this last thing. I will go to this ug­ly white build­ing at

    num­ber 1600 Philadel­phia Av­enue …”




    “Penn­syl­va­nia Av­enue?” Vi­ola said.




    “They are the same,” Chi­un said.




    “No, they’re not.”




    “I will go there nev­er­the­less to do this thing. But af­ter that, no more Mis­ter Nice

    Guy. Tell Re­mo that.”




    “I will. I will.”




    “And be sure to put it in your book,” Chi­un said.




    The crowd had dou­bled and re­dou­bled in on­ly min­utes. Now there were more than a

    thou­sand per­sons crowd­ed around the Capi­tol steps and the small plaza in front of the

    build­ing, await­ing the ar­rival of the Pres­ident. Os­good Harley looked around for faces he

    rec­og­nized. He saw more than a do/en that he knew. But he knew he had more peo­ple there than

    that. He could tell by the new In­sta­mat­ics hang­ing from cords around peo­ple’s necks,

    scores and scores of them. He smiled to him­self and ca­su­al­ly pat­ted the tape play­er he

    had at­tached to the in­side of his right thigh with ad­he­sive tape, un­der his bag­gy kha­ki

    pants. Soon now.




    The door to Sylvester Mon­tro­fort’s pri­vate of­fice was locked. When Re­mo stepped on the

    pres­sure plate on the re­cep­tion­ist’s side of the door, it did not open.Re­mo dug his

    fin­gers, like wood chis­els, in­to the end of the wal­nut door, near the lock. His hard­ened

    fin­ger­tips bit in­to the pol­ished wood as if it were marsh­mal­low. He curled his fin­gers,

    and threw his body back along the di­rec­tion of the door’s slide. The door slipped its lock

    and slammed open with a shud­der­ing thud.




    Re­mo stepped in­side, looked around and then up. Sylvester Mon­tro­fort was sit­ting on a

    plat­form be­hind his desk, but six feet above the floor. He was smil­ing down at Re­mo, a

    broad, even smile, per­haps even more joy­ful be­cause in his right hand he car­ried a .44

    Mag­num. It was point­ed at Re­mo. Be­hind him, on a wall, was a six- by four-​foot

    tele­vi­sion screen. In full col­or, it showed the crowd gath­er­ing at the Capi­tol.




    “What do you want?” Mon­tro­fort asked Re­mo. “You.”




    “Why me?” asked Mon­tro­fort. “Be­cause I couldn’t find Grumpy, Sneezy, or Doc. You’ll have

    to do. You know god­dam well why.”




    “Well, it’s nice that you’re here. You can stay and watch the Pres­ident’s speech at the

    Capi­tol,” Mon­tro­fort said.




    “The Pres­ident’s not go­ing to be there.” Mon­tro­fort’s smile did not wa­ver. Nor did the

    gun point­ed at Re­mo’s bel­ly. “You lose, old fel­la,” Mon­tro­fort said. “There’s his

    he­li­copter land­ing from Camp David.”




    Re­mo glanced at the large tele­vi­sion pro­jec­tion screen. It was true. The pres­iden­tial

    chop­per was land­ing on the Capi­tol grounds. The side doors opened and the Pres­ident was

    com­ing down the portable steps. Se­cret Ser­vice men swarmed around him as the Pres­ident

    briskly stepped offthe hun­dred yards to the Capi­tol plat­form where he was go­ing to

    de­liv­er his speech.




    Re­mo could feel a small sink­ing sen­sa­tion in his stom­ach. Chi­un would have gone to the

    White House, but with the Pres­ident not there . . . more than like­ly he would have gone

    straight back to his ho­tel room to pon­der the cru­el­ties of a world that sent the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju off on a fool’s er­rand. The Pres­ident was with­out pro­tec­tion against

    Mon­tro­fort’s plan, what­ev­er it was.




    Re­mo looked up again at the dwarf, still seat­ed six feet above the lev­el of the floor,

    his wheelchair locked in­to po­si­tion atop the car­pet­ed plat­form.




    “Why, Mon­tro­fort?” Re­mo asked. “Why not just keep col­lect­ing the black­mail?”




    “Black­mail’s a hard word. Trib­ute sounds so much bet­ter.”




    “Call it what you want. The blood mon­ey. Why not just keep col­lect­ing it?”




    “Be­cause I have all the mon­ey I need. What I want is for them to know that there is a

    pow­er here . . .” he tapped his fore­head with his left fore­fin­ger, “. . . that is greater

    than any de­fense they can muster. In ex­act­ly twelve min­utes, this Pres­ident will be dead.

    Some poor fool will be hunt­ed down and made out to be the mas­ter­mind. And I will be free.

    And maybe next time I won’t ask for trib­ute. Maybe I’ll ask for Cal­ifor­nia. Who knows?”




    “You’re as loose as lamb­shit,” Re­mo said. “And you’re not go­ing to ask for any­thing.

    Dead men don’t ask.”




    He glanced to­ward the tele­vi­sion. The Pres­ident had passed through the rear of the

    Capi­tol build­ing and was com­ing down the steps to­ward thespeak­er’s plat­form. A

    pha­lanx of Se­cret Ser­vice men sur­round­ed him. At the top of the steps, Re­mo could see the

    Speak­er of the House stand­ing, glum­ly watch­ing. When Re­mo looked away, Mon­tro­fort was

    star­ing at him again.




    “I’m go­ing to be dead?” he said. “Sor­ry, bucko, but there are two things wrong with that.

    W-R-0-N-G. Wrong. I’ve been liv­ing in a dead body all my life. Dead doesn’t scare me be­cause

    I can’t get any dead­er. That’s one.”




    “What’s two?” asked Re­mo.




    “I’m the one hold­ing the gun,” Mon­tro­fort said.




    The tele­vi­sion set con­cen­trat­ed on the crowd roar now, as they cheered the Pres­ident

    who stood on the wood­en plat­form, wav­ing to the au­di­ence. His fa­mous smile seemed a

    lit­tle strained to Re­mo but he was smil­ing and Re­mo ad­mired him, for a mo­ment, for his

    fool­ish courage. His stupid brav­ery.




    “Don’t you know guns are out this year?” Re­mo told Mon­tro­fort. “The beau­ti­ful peo­ple

    don’t car­ry them any­more and since you’re such a rav­ing beau­ty, I can’t fig­ure you

    know­ing how to use that. How are you go­ing to get the Pres­ident?”




    “I’m not go­ing to get him. He’s go­ing to get him­self.”




    “Like Wal­green ? Mov­ing in­to a safe house and have it ex­plode un­der­neath him ?”




    “Just like that,” Mon­tro­fort said. “The re­port on the Kennedy as­sas­si­na­tion. It tells

    you in there just how to do it.”




    The Hole, Re­mo thought. Chi­un had been right.




    “Since I’m go­ing to be dead,” Re­mo said, “tell me how.”




    “Watch and see.”




    “Sor­ry, Tom Thumb. I don’t have time forthat.” The Pres­ident had start­ed speak­ing

    to the crowd. Re­mo’s lips were set hard. Even with Mon­tro­fort’s plan, he could not get to

    the Capi­tol in time to stop it.




    Mon­tro­fort looked at his wall clock. “Six more min­utes.”




    “You know what?” Re­mo said.




    “What, lad­die?”




    “You’re nev­er go­ing to see it hap­pen.”




    Re­mo moved in­to the room on a run and a roll, head­ing for the pro­tec­tive over­hang of

    the huge cu­bic plat­form that Mon­tro­fort sat on.




    As he moved, he heard a wom­an’s voice be­hind him.




    “Re­mo.” It was Vi­ola.




    He moved to­ward the plat­form be­fore turn­ing back to cau­tion Vi­ola away. Atop the

    plat­form, Mon­tro­fort had swung his wheelchair around to face the door at which Re­mo had

    been stand­ing. He squeezed off a shot. The large room re­sound­ed with the echo­ing blast of

    the heavy charge. The slug caught Vi­ola in the cen­ter of her chest. Its force lift­ed her

    body and tossed her three feet back in­to the re­cep­tion­ist’s of­fice. Re­mo had seen mor­tal

    wounds. That was one.




    He growled, more in frus­tra­tion than in anger, then coiled his leg mus­cles and ex­plod­ed

    them up­ward. He was stand­ing on the plat­form be­hind Mon­tro­fort’s wheelchair. The dwarf

    was try­ing to spin around, to find Re­mo to get a shot at him.




    Re­mo pressed his hands against both sides of Mon­tro­fort’s skull from be­hind.




    “You lose,” he said. “L-​O-​S-​E.” Mon­tro­fort tried to point the gun up over his

    shoul­der. But be­fore his fin­ger could tight­en on the trig­ger, he could hear the sound of

    crack­ing. His own skullwas crack­ing un­der the pres­sure of Re­mo’s hands. It was as if

    wal­nuts were be­ing bro­ken in­side his head. The cracks were loud and sharp but there was no

    pain. Not yet. And then the bones gave way and shards of bone im­plod­ed in­to Mon-​tro­fort’s

    brain. And then there was pain. Bru­tal blind­ing pain that no longer felt as if it were

    hap­pen­ing to some­one or some­thing else.




    Re­mo gave the wheelchair a shove. It cat­apult­ed for­ward off the six-​foot-​high

    plat­form, sail­ing in­to the room like a mo­tor­cy­cle stunt man clear­ing six bus­es. The

    chair hit with a heavy metal­lic thump and it and Mon­tro­fort lay in a heap.




    Re­mo did not see it hit: he was at Vi­ola’s side.




    She was still breath­ing. Her eyes were open and she smiled when she saw him.




    “Chi­un said …”




    “Don’t wor­ry about it,” Re­mo said. He looked down at the wound. The front of her linen

    suit was mat­ted with blood and flesh, a spread­ing stain al­ready a foot square. In the

    cen­ter of the fab­ric was a two-​inch hole and Re­mo knew that in the back of Vi­ola’s body

    would be a hole six times that big. Mag­nums had a way of do­ing that.




    “I wor­ry,” she gasped. “Chi­un said he’d go to the White House and stop the

    Pres­ident.”




    “It’s okay,” Re­mo said. Be­hind him he heard the Pres­ident’s un­rhyth­mic voice speak­ing

    to the crowd at the Capi­tol.




    “Said some­thing else . . .”




    “Don’t wor­ry,” said Re­mo.




    “He said you’re an id­iot,” Vi­ola said. “You’re not an id­iot. You’re nice.” She smiled

    again and her eyes closed. Re­mo felt the life leave her body as it rest­ed in his arms and he

    set her gen­tly down on the rug.Be­hind him, in Mon­tro­fort’s of­fice, Re­mo heard a

    change in the tele­vi­sion sound. The Pres­ident’s voice had stopped. The an­nounc­er’s voice

    had cut in.




    “Some­thing ap­pears to be go­ing on here,” the an­nounc­er said.




    Re­mo looked back at the screen cov­er­ing the side of Mon­tro­fort’s wall.




    The tele­vi­sion cam­era at the Capi­tol was mount­ed on a plat­form, high over the scene.

    It panned around the crowd and caught the look of con­fu­sion on the faces of the thou­sands

    who jammed the Capi­tol steps. The pic­ture seemed to be flick­er­ing and Re­mo re­al­ized what

    it was. Hun­dreds of peo­ple in uni­son, set­ting off flash­bulbs. In the back­ground, there

    was the sound of a siren. Re­mo could make it out. Peo­ple were look­ing around to see where

    the sound came from.




    Re­mo saw that it came from a slack-​jawed man on the right side of the crowd. He was

    wear­ing flop­py kha­ki trousers and was try­ing too hard to be ca­su­al.




    Then there were more sounds. This time of screams and shouts. It came from the left side of

    the crowd. Re­mo spot­ted the man who was the source of the sound. Prob­ably some kind of

    record­ing de­vices, Re­mo thought. He knew now what was go­ing to hap­pen and here he was on

    the oth­er side of the city, help­less, un­able to do any­thing. For a fleet­ing mo­ment, he

    thought of call­ing Smith. But even Smit­ty could do noth­ing now. It was too late.




    The Se­cret Ser­vice men around the Pres­ident had pinched in clos­er to him. There was

    con­fu­sion on their faces. Re­mo rec­og­nized the painedlook of As­sis­tant Di­rec­tor

    Ben­son who had told Re­mo he would lead the se­cu­ri­ty de­tail him­self.




    Then there were more sounds. Cap guns, Re­mo re­al­ized. And then the sound of ri­fle shots.

    There was a pause. Then the sound of ma­chine gun fire. The wail of a mor­tar. Re­mo could see

    where the sounds came from. Must be tape recorders on their bod­ies, he thought.




    The Se­cret Ser­vice de­cid­ed it had wait­ed long enough. The crowd was surg­ing back and

    forth in con­fu­sion that could eas­ily be turned in­to stam­ped­ing pan­ic. The

    tape-​record­ed screams gave way to re­al screams. The record­ed gun­fire con­tin­ued. The

    record­ed siren wailed. The cap guns popped.




    The Se­cret Ser­vice shield­ed the Pres­ident with their bod­ies and moved him away, up the

    steps to the Capi­tol build­ing.




    “Not up there,” Re­mo said aloud. “Not up there. That’s what he wants you to do. That’s The

    Hole.’




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States wasn’t sure what was hap­pen­ing. He had stopped

    speak­ing when the flash­bulbs and the sirens had start­ed. And then there were the oth­er

    sounds. Gun shots. Screams. Some­how they didn’t sound re­al.




    He still heard the sounds be­hind him as he was hus­tled up the broad Capi­tol steps by the

    nine Se­cret Ser­vice men.




    Pro­to­col van­ished when the Pres­ident was in dan­ger. The Se­cret Ser­vice was in full

    con­trol.




    “Hur­ry up, for Christ’s sakes,” a Se­cret Ser­vice man grum­bled at the Pres­ident. He

    could feel their bod­ies press­ing against him, their armsaround his neck and head,

    shield­ing him from sniper fire. But there was no sniper fire.




    There was noth­ing. Just noise.




    Through a brief slit in the wall of the bod­ies of the men in front of him, the Pres­ident

    could see the Speak­er of the House stand­ing in the en­trance to the Capi­tol. The speak­er

    took two steps down to­ward him, as if to help. The Se­cret Ser­vice brushed by him with­out

    slow­ing down, pro­pelling the Pres­ident along as if he were a cranky child, in­to the

    Capi­tol. To safe­ty.




    He was go­ing to cel­ebrate by drink­ing two large bot­tles of Pep­to Bis­mol on the rocks,

    As­sis­tant Di­rec­tor Ben­son of the Se­cret Ser­vice de­cid­ed. He was the first man in the

    group lead­ing the Pres­ident up the steps. It looked to him as if the as­sas­si­na­tion threat

    was just so much bull­shit. So they set off flash­bulbs. So they had screams and sirens and

    maybe even some fire­crack­ers. Cap guns. So what? On­ly a few feet more and the Pres­ident

    would be safe. And there hadn’t been a shot fired. There hadn’t been an at­tempt on his life.

    Noth­ing had hap­pened. On­ly a few more feet to safe­ty.




    Re­mo watched as the pres­iden­tial pha­lanx dis­ap­peared in­to the en­trance of the

    Capi­tol. An­oth­er cam­era mount­ed at the top of the Capi­tol stairs was wheeled around and

    was able to fo­cus in­side the build­ing. The light was dim and the pic­ture vague but Re­mo

    could make . out the Pres­ident stand­ing in­side the build­ing, now out of the line of fire of

    any sniper out­side. But it wasn’t go­ing to be a sniper. He want­ed to shoutIt was

    go­ing to be a bomb, con­trolled by a time clock, and it should be go­ing off any sec­ond

    now.




    Then Re­mo saw an­oth­er fig­ure. A small fig­ure whirled past the cam­era on­ly

    mo­men­tar­ily, just long enough for Re­mo to see him and rec­og­nize him. Around the small

    fig­ure a red robe swirled. The fig­ure swept through the swarm of Se­cret Ser­vice men as if

    they were fog, and moved to the Pres­ident.




    It was Chi­un.




    Re­mo could see the small Ori­en­tal’s arm raise and his robe wrap it­self around the

    Pres­ident and then he was mov­ing the Pres­ident away from the Capi­tol en­trance, back in­to

    a far­ther cor­ner of the build­ing.




    “At­taboy, Chi­un, at­taboy,” Re­mo told the tele­vi­sion.




    The Se­cret Ser­vice men fol­lowed the Pres­ident and Chi­un. Some drew guns. The Speak­er

    of the House ran af­ter them.




    They were all out of the view of the cam­era now. The cam­era still fo­cused on the emp­ty

    Capi­tol-​en­trance.




    And then the ex­plo­sion came. The front of the build­ing seemed to shud­der. Smoke and dust

    poured out. Rock was blast­ed loose from in­side the’ en­trance and pep­pered the crowd be­low

    the Capi­tol steps. The scream­ing now be­came re­al. Many ran. Some fell to the ground,

    try­ing to find cov­er.




    The tele­vi­sion an­nounc­er’s voice, which had been a wet-​palmed at­tempt at a

    pro­fes­sion­al drone, now sur­ren­dered to pan­ic.




    “There’s been an ex­plo­sion. There’s been an ex­plo­sion. In­side the Capi­tol where the

    Pres­ident isWe don’t know yet if he’s been hurt. Oh, the hu­man­ity.”




    The im­age on the tele­vi­sion screen switched back and forth as the di­rec­tor at the

    stu­dio could not make up his mind what to show. There were shots of the crowd pan­ick­ing.

    Then shots of the dust-​splash­ing, smok­ing en­trance to the Capi­tol. Then more shots of the

    crowd.




    Fi­nal­ly the di­rec­tor backed off to the long over­all cam­era view which showed the crowd

    and the en­trance to the build­ing.




    Re­mo kept watch­ing. He was no longer wor­ried about the Pres­ident. Chi­un had been in the

    ex­plo­sion too.




    There was some move­ment in the en­trance­way to the Capi­tol and the cam­era moved in,

    pan­ning in, zoom­ing in as close as its lens would take it.




    And then, stand­ing there in the en­trance­way, was the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. He

    waved to the crowd. Then he smiled.




    Next to him Re­mo saw As­sis­tant Di­rec­tor Ben­son of the Se­cret Ser­vice. He was

    throw­ing up.


  




  

    CHAPTER SIXTEEN




    “Tell Chi­un he was right about the roach­es.” Smith’s voice over the tele­phone came as

    close to ex­press­ing joy as Re­mo had ev­er been able to re­mem­ber hear­ing.




    “You were right about the roach­es, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. Chi­un sat look­ing out the win­dow

    of their ho­tel room. He was wear­ing a pow­der blue rest­ing ki­mono.




    He waved his hand over his head in a ges­ture of dis­gust­ed dis­missal.




    “We checked,” Smith said. “Mon­tro­fort had a con­trol­ling in­ter­est in the

    ex­ter­mi­na­tion com­pa­ny work­ing on the Capi­tol. He had plant­ed gelig­nite ex­plo­sive

    all over the build­ing en­trance, cov­er­ing it up as ver­min paste,” Smith said. “I guess it

    was a be-​ready-​for-​any­thing move and when he de­cid­ed to kill the Pres­ident, he just put

    a timer in it and the damned right-​to-​the-​minute pres­iden­tial schedul­ing played right

    in­to his hands.”




    “That’s how I fig­ure it too,” Re­mo said.




    “Tell Chi­un he was very brave in shield­ing the Pres­ident that way. And smart to leave in

    the con­fu­sion. No one right now, ex­cept the Pres­ident,re­al­ly knows who was there

    and what hap­pened.”




    “Smit­ty says you were very brave. And smart,” Re­mo said to Chi­un.




    “Not smart, stupid,” said Chi­un.




    “Chi­un says he’s been stupid,” said Re­mo.




    “Why?” Smith asked.




    “He thinks he’s been used. His con­tract with you doesn’t call for be­ing a pres­iden­tial

    body­guard. And he got stiffed on the cab fare from the White House to the Capi­tol. He doesn’t

    think you’ll ev­er pay him back be­cause ev­ery­body knows how cheap you are.”




    “He’ll get it back,” said Smith. “That’s a promise.”




    “You’ll get it back,” Re­mo said. “That’s a promise to you from Smit­ty, Chi­un.”




    “Em­per­ors promise much,” said Chi­un. “But promis­es are such emp­ty things.”




    “He doesn’t be­lieve you, Smit­ty.”




    “How much was the fare?” Smith asked.




    “Chi­un, how much was the cab?” “Two hun­dred dol­lars,” Chi­un said.




    “C’mon, Chi­un, you could take a cab to New York for two hun­dred dol­lars. You on­ly went

    to the Capi­tol.”




    “I was over­charged,” Chi­un said. “Ev­ery­one takes ad­van­tage of my ba­sic good and

    trust­ing na­ture.”




    “Smit­ty, he says it cost him two hun­dred dol­lars but he’s just try­ing to shake you

    down,” Re­mo said.




    “Tell him I’ll give him a hun­dred,” Smith said.




    “He’ll give you a hun­dred, Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    “Tell him in gold,” said Chi­un. “No pa­per.”




    “In gold, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo.




    “Tell him okay. By the way, how did he know there was go­ing to be a bomb set off?”




    “Easy. Wal­green was killed by a bomb. It was a dry run. Chi­un fig­ured it would be the

    same. A bomb plant­ed long be­fore the threat was made. Put it in a place where the Pres­ident

    would be vul­ner­able. You sent over that War­ren Com­mis­sion re­port and Chi­un read it. He

    said the Se­cret Ser­vice stupid­ly told as­sas­sins how to act. The re­port says the Se­cret

    Ser­vice, in cas­es of dan­ger to the Pres­ident, first pro­tects him and then moves him away

    to the near­est safe place. That ob­vi­ous­ly had to be right in­side the Capi­tol.”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly,” Smith said dri­ly. “If it was so ob­vi­ous, why didn’t I think of it? Or the

    Se­cret Ser­vice?”




    “That’s easy,” said Re­mo. “Why?” said Smith. “You’re not the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.” “No,

    that’s true,” Smith said af­ter a pause. “Any­way, the Pres­ident would like to thank both of

    you.”




    “The Pres­ident says thanks, Chi­un,” Re­mo called out.




    “I do not want and will not ac­cept his thanks,” Chi­un said.




    “Chi­un doesn’t want his thanks,” Re­mo told Smith.




    “Why not?”




    “The way he fig­ures it the Pres­ident owes him a new robe. The oth­er one was ripped in the

    blast.”




    “We’ll get him a new robe.” “Chi­un, Smit­ty says he’ll get you a new robe. How much was

    that one worth ?” “Nine hun­dred dol­lars,” said Chi­un.




    “He says nine hun­dred dol­lars,” said Re­mo. “Tell him I’ll give him a hun­dred.” “He’ll

    give you a hun­dred, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “I will take it just this one time. But then no more

    Mis­ter Nice Guy,” Chi­un said.
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